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DEDICATION 


For all the uprooted people 
Of the world 

Who have made a home 
For themselves 

Away from home 

In alien surroundings 


For the People of Indian Origin 

The PIO’s of the Indian diaspora 

Who have weathered and survived 
Oppression and humiliation 

In those dark days of despair 

And carved a niche for themselves 

In their new adopted land 

And recreated their cultural environment 
In alien surroundings 


For the present and future generations 

of Bhojpurias of the Global village and Internet 
Who stand at the crossroads of history 

With footsteps in the third millennium 

But for whom Bhoj, Bhojpur and Bhojpuri 
Bring the nostalgia and civilisational ethos 

Of the Glorious Past of Bharat into the 
Timelessness of the Future 

In alien surroundings 


CCO. Vasishtha Tripathi Collection. Digitized By Siddhanta eGangotri Gyaan Kosha 


Dengan q 
; ya mip. CEL 


EPER 
ORIRE 


CONTENTS 


Chapters 
1. Bhoj, Bhojpur, Bhojpuri 1 
2. The Indentureship 13 
3. Bhojpuri Traditions Implanted 21 
4. Baithka 25 
5. The Conditions of Living 32 
6. The Visible and Linguistic Aspects of the 
Bhojpuri Tradition 35 
Folk Literature and Folklore 59 
The Bhojpuri Folk Religion 74 
9. Muslim Practices 101 
10. Plants and Trees ` 106 
11. Rites and Rituals 107 
12. Dress, Jewellery and Embellishment 113 
13. Bhojpuri Food Traditions 117 
14. Bhojpuri Art Forms 127 
15. Bhojpuri Sayings and Stories 133 
16. Bhojpuri Writers 136 
17. The State of the Arts 141 
18. Appendix 143 


CCO. Vasishtha Tripathi Collection. Digitized By Siddhanta eGangotri Gyaan Kosha 


CCO. Vasishtha Tripathi Collection. Digitized By Siddhanta eGangotri Gyaan Kosha 


FOREWORD 


he story of Indian immigration to Mauritius is a fascinating 

saga of man’s triumph over formidable odds. It is a tale of 
human endurance in the face of grave difficulties. It is an example 
of the indomitable will to survive and succeed and turn inhospitable 
surroundings into an island of such beauty and comfort as to beco- 
me synonymous with paradise. 


The story could easily have turned into a tragedy. A people 
uprooted from their soil, their homes, their hearths, their families 
and transplanted into an alien world far from home, among strange 
people, speaking strange languages. In some respects, the life of 
these early immigrants from India bears a parallel to the sugarcane 
. plantations they were brought to work upon. Their lives were as 
hard as the black stones they laboriously removed from the stub- 
born fields where one day they hoped to plant sugarcane. And just 
as after years of manual endeavour, the landscape changed and 
bumper harvests brought prosperity to the island, so did their lives, 
greening their ambition with hope and optimism. 


During the dark days of hard labour what was it that sustained 
their morale and kept their spirit alive? It was undoubtedly the cul- 
tural and spiritual heritage which they had brought with them - 
their language, their songs, their traditions, apart from their reli- 
gious, philosophical and ethical values. A 


Language is not only a window to a culture. Itis also the surest 
repository of a culture. These early immigrants came from eastern 
U.P - western Bihar region of India, also known as the ‘Bhojpuri 
belt’. They were united in the common bond of the Bhojpuri lan- 
guage and culture. Mrs Sarita Boodhoo in ‘Bhojpuri Traditions in 
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Mauritius ‘ has rendered an invaluable service by tracing and com- 
piling Bhojpuri traditions that still survive and indeed thrive in the 
island to this day. The extensive sweep of her subject covers lan- 
guage, songs, rituals, sayings, stories, festivals, arts, dress and even 
food. Though she has used a wide canvas, her brush strokes are 
luminous with details that reflect a deep empathy with and an 
understanding of the subject matter. 


As one goes through the book it is interesting to see how some 
of the traditions survive in their purest form and inspite of the inter- 
vening centuries, still bear an uncanny resemblance to those prac- 
tised in U.P and Bihar in India. Then again, some have mutated to 
take on a Mauritian identity. Still others have just died out. 


The symbiotic relationship of different cultures in this beautiful 
country of Mauritius has had its influence on Bhojpuri traditions as 
well. This has been brought out in the different chapters of 
‘Bhojpuri Traditions in Mauritius’. The folk singers of Chitrakoot, 
Mauritius whom I was fortunate to meet on one occasion along 
with Mrs Boodhoo had put up an impromptu performance for us 
which consisted of a story-telling session followed by group dan- 
cing of the kind witnessed at weddings and other festive occasions. 
Having lived in Bihar, I was struck by the changes in the ambien- 
ce. Instead of sitting on the ground to listen to a story as would be 
done in rural Bihar even today, everyone sat on chairs and sofa set- 
tees. The story teller, a middle aged housewife, bejewelled and 
Sari-clad, wore a traditional bindi. I am told, during the day, she 
worked at a store and probably wore a skirt. Every now and then, 
she sprinkled her ancient Bhojpuri folk tale with French and Creole 
words and phrases which seemed to have become an integral part 
of the fable. These people had once again displayed that ancient 

Indian trait of resilience and accommodation which had enabled 
Indian civilisation to survive the vicissitudes of time and history 
while other ancient civilisations fell by the wayside. The moral of 
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the story, for me at least was, “assimilate and survive : absorb and 
grow.” 


I am hopeful “Bhojpuri Traditions in Mauritius’ will provide a 
fascinating peep into an old, living culture and will prove to be use- 
ful and interesting not only to scholars of culture and ethnography 
but also to the lay reader. 


Shashi U. Tripathi 
Consul General of India 
New York 

Oct 29, 1999 
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PREFACE 


hen I wrote Kanya Dan, The Why's of Hindu Marriage 

Rituals, little did I realise that it would become a “magnum 
opus” of 741 pages as put by Shri Atal Behari Vajpayee, Prime 
Minister of India, when he introduced me at the launch of the book, 
then leader of the Opposition in the Indian Parliament at the 
Rashtrapati Bhawan in New Delhi in January 1995. That was an 
intense research work with detailed notes and references. Since 
then, I decided to go for smaller volumes to facilitate general rea- 
ding in a fastly-evolving world where time is becoming a rare com- 
modity. I have gone for a simpler style with references and expla- 
nations provided within the text itself for easier access to the rea- 
der. I have gathered the materials for this book all along my life 
and in fact presented them in a ballet form produced by the 
Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute in the early 1980’s. 


It was when Dr. Amarendra Mishra, Director of Indira 
Gandhi Centre for Indian Culture who in October 1996 asked me to 
give a talk at the Centre on Bhojpuri traditions in Mauritius which 
incited me to put my material together in a book form. ` 


And last December when Shrimati Aslakha Callikan-Proag 
literally compelled me to contribute a paper on “La Présence 
Bhojpurienne à Maurice” in “ Rencontre avec l'Inde” published 
by the Indian Council for Cultural Relations CCR) New Delhi, 
the idea of writing this book took shape. 


The writing of this book has been for me an intensely 
rewarding and enriching experience. It provided me with the 
opportunity to rediscover and re-live the rich legacy of Bhojpuri 
traditions. 
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However, I could not give much time to it, what with the 
formidable task I was entrusted with - that of setting up the World 
Hindi Secretariat in Mauritius. In September, I attended the Sixth 
World Hindi Conference in London from where I attended 
GOPIO’s tenth anniversary celebrations in New York. I carried the 
first draft of my book with me all along, but I had not one single 
minute to give to it. So, it travelled back with me completely 
untouched. It was my printer, Mr Jean Whan, who kept warning 
me that we are now moving into the festive period and as usual 
Sadhna and Shakuntala who stood behind me with a “rod” which 
finally led to the publication of the book. 


I should like also to bring a small clarification. Bhojpuri is 
one of the sister languages of Hindi and as such is the base and fee- 
der of Hindi in the eastern belt of India as in Mauritius. Therefore, 
one does not contradict the other. At the Sixth World Hindi 
Conference, there was a complete panel dedicated to the contribu- 
tion of folklore and dialects to the enrichment of Hindi, presided by 
noted Hindi writer, Shrimati Mridula Sinha, hailing from the 
Bhojpuri belt. 


By writing this book, especially the chapter on the linguis- 
lic traditions of Bhojpuri, I am hopeful that it would throw light in 
an area which often leads to confusion among certain people. 


Sarita Boodhoo 
16 November 1999 
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ya Bhojpuri Traditions in Mauritius 


J| Bhoj, Bhojpur, Bhojpuri 


The term Bhojpuri, though not so recent, has been 
used officially in Mauritius a few decades ago to define the 
ensemble of a people who migrated from the hinterland of 
Calcutta and the Eastern Gangetic Belt in India, their 
culture and specificities. In fact, the term has been 
introduced in the Indian diaspora of the plantation 
economy at more or less the same period. 


According to P.C. Roy Chaudhury, special officer of 
the Gazeteers Revision Scheme, Patna, the word Bhojpuria 
was first mentioned as a language in 1789. 


In Mauritius, before the term Bhojpuri was used, the 
people who arrived from the port of Calcutta were known 
collectively as the Calcuttias and their language as 
Calcuttia or motia; just as those coming from Madras were 
known as Madraji (male) and Madrajine (female), those 
from Vishakapatnam as Koreingis or Teleng and those 
from Bombay as Bombai. Maharashtrians in Mauritius are 
still referred to in the popular jargon as “Bombai” despite 
the change in the name of Bombay which is now known as 
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Mumbai. Calcuttia Muslims were known as Turki and 
Jolaha from the Muslim weavers community of Bihar as 
they were then known. In Mauritius, Muslims hailing from 
the western coast of India are known as white Muslims 
because of their fair complexion. They are mostly Gujrati 
(or related dialects) speaking. Muslims from Bihar or 
North East of India are referred to as Calcuttia Muslims. 
For official purposes the census records the languages of 
these immigrants from Calcutta as Hindi, Hindustani and 
Urdu. 


Bhojpuri traditions have managed to be very firmly 
implanted in the socio-cultural, indeed the political and 
economic landscape of Mauritius and they have become an 
undeniable aspect of Mauritian life which will be very 
hard, indeed impossible to wipe out. To understand this 
phenomenon, it is important to penetrate the Bhojpuri belt 
in India, and feel what it is and what was the background 
from which some 450,000 indentured labour immigrants - 
the Girmitias (from the term “agreement”) had moved at 
first in trickles and subsequently in large successive 
masses. This lasted for a period of 90 years from 1834 
right up to 1924, when the system was eventually stopped 


after a damning report of Kunwar Maharaj to the British 
Raj in Delhi. 


Bhojpuri is derived from Bhojpur. This is the name 
of a town and pargana (sub-district) in the north west 
district of Shahabad. The town was-the original head- 
quarters of the Dumraon King. Bhojpur, a region two 
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miles north of Dumraon in the Bihar sub division was a 
pargana in the district of Shahabad in medieval times. It 
has played an important role in the socio-economic and 
political history of Bihar. Who does not know of the 
valiant fight put up by the great and chivalrous Kunwar 
Singh of Jugdishpur in the struggle against the British in 
the revolt of 1857? It is known that quite a flow of 
Bhojpuri immigrants moved to Mauritius and other 
plantation colonies in the aftermath of the 1857 revolution 
which actually triggered the fight for Indian Independence. 


It is interesting to note that there are in fact two 
Bhojpurs within a very short distance, the old and the new. 
However, the whole northern part of the district of 
Shahabad is commonly known as Bhojpur and its 
inhabitants as Bhojpuris or Bhojpurias. 


In ancient times, Bhojpur was a densely populated, 
rich and prosperous city. It was the capital of the Ujjain 
Rajput Kings. The Cheros who ruled over Chotta Najpur 
had extended their influence over the Shahabad region. 


In the 14th century, the Cheros who ruled over 
Shahabad, with their headquarters at Rohtas, were 
challenged by the Parmar Rajputs who had migrated from 
Ujjain to Bihar in the same century. These Parmar Rajputs 
established their hegemony over the area and named their 
capital Bhojpur after their well-known, illustrious King, 
Raja Bhoj or Bhojraj of Malwa. 
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Mention is made here of the Cheros who have had a 
great influence over this region and the Chotta Nagpur 
plateau, where they retreated and gradually lost their 
mighty influence, because they have a mixed Bhojpuri and 
Dravidian culture. Later we shall see that the recruitment 
of immigrants for plantation colonies, especially in the 
case of Mauritius, was made essentially from this very 
zone initially. No doubt, therefore, that it speaks for the 
diverse physical features and traits, as well as subtle 
cultural practices of the Bhojpurias in Mauritius, and may 
also explain some of the vast reservoir of folk traditions 
prevalent over here. Further research may trace and 
evaluate the versatility and force of these folk traditions 
and their diverse origins. 


It is worthwhile also to note that this vast region was 
equally the battlefield for supremacy between the Turks 
and the Mughals for hundreds of years and the Bhojpur 
kings had been involved in this war of influence for 
centuries since their implantation. It is pertinent to make 
mention of this fact here in order to explain the origin of 
the “Calcuttia” Muslim immigrants to Mauritius. 


The Mughal Emperor Babur had pitched his camp at 
Arrah in 1529 A.D. after his victory over the Afgans of the 
province of Bihar. To commemorate this victory, Babur 
named the place Shahabad or the city of the Emperor. It 
forms the western portion of Patna division. 
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The Shahabad district from which a good number of 
immigrants came to Mauritius, was subdivided into two 
independent districts-Bhojpur with its headquarters at 
Arrah and Rohtas with its capital at Sasaram. 


The boundaries of the region went on changing so 
that by the time the British established their rule over India 
and made Calcutta their capital, further changes had taken 
place. 


It should also be noted that prior to Muslim arrival 
Bihar was parcelled into four major divisions:- 


(1) Magadh or South Bihar 

(2) Anga or East Bihar 

(3) Kajangal or modern Santhal Parganas 

(4) Mithila (of Sita fame) or Tirhut or North Bihar. 


This region has witnessed the great dramas of the 
emperors. It has been home to Raja Janak, the great ascetic 
king and father of Sita. It has also witnessed the rise and 
fall of the great Magadhian Emperors, undergone the 
influence of Mahavir Jain who was born in Vaishali. It has 
been the setting of Buddha’s wanderings during his 
preachings and teachings. 


The great Chanakya, economist and adviser in polity 


and diplomacy of the Magadh empire, also hails from 
Bihar. 
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Historians and early visitors to Mauritius from other 
parts of India have sometimes been very quick to condemn 
the Bhojpurias as an inferior breed from a primitive 
background whose language, customs and traditions were 
but of folk origin and therefore rustic, ‘ganwar’. 


Stock must be taken of this whole ensemble to 
understand the vivacity of the Bhojpuri traditions in 
Mauritius. 


The habitat of the Bhojpuri people back in India 
covers the vast sprawling expanses of the Gangetic Plain 
extending over the North East Indian States of Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar and even to some extent the ‘terrai’ of 
the southern border of Nepal where resides a sizeable 
Bhojpuri population. At the time of immigration this belt 
was known as Oudh and Bengal Presidency covering the 
districts of Shahabad. This whole terrain has been the 
abode of the various famous Vedic and Upanishadic sages 
and seers as well as the home of the first Sanskrit poet 
Valmiki, the great poets Tulsidas, Kabir and Surdas, the 
blind poet-saint. The attachment of the Bhojpuri people to 


these religious traditions is to be understood from this 
direct descent. 


The largest recruit of indentured labourers was from 


Shahabad and the language of traffic of indenturing was 
Bhojpuri/Hindi. 
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The language called after Bhojpur has spread far 
behind its limits. It goes to the North, across the Ganges, 
and even beyond the Nepal border. The birthplace of 
Gautama Buddha in Lumbini was at the time in this 
‘terroir’, the lower ranges of the Himalayas from 
Champaran to Basti. Bhojpuri is one of the fourteen 
recognised languages of Nepal. On the southern front it 
has crossed the Sone River and covered the plateau of 
Ranchi and spilled over to Chotta Nagpur coming in 
contact with Bengali and Oriya in Singbhum. 


Dr. Krishnadeo Upadhyaya says in his book 
Bhojpuri Sahitya Ka Itihas that there are fourteen Bhojpuri 
speaking districts. These are related in a very sweet lori 
(lullaby) written by Professor Manoranjan Prasad Sinha 


Aarey (Arrah) awa 
Chapra awa 

Baliya 

Motihari awa 
Gorakhpur 

Deoria awa 

Gazipur 

Azamgarh awa 

Basti aur 

Jaunpur awa 
Mirzapur 

Benares awa 

Sonai ke katoriya mein 
Dudh bhaat le le awa 
Babua ke muhawa mein ghutuk. 
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Come to Arrah zilla, come to Chapra, Come to 
Baliya, and Motihari, Come to Gorakhpur and Deoria, 
Come to Ghazipur and Azamgarh, Come to Basti and 
Jaunpur, Come to Mirzapur and Benares, Bring Dudh 
(milk), and Bhat (cooked rice) in the golden recipient 
(katori) and put it in the Babu (baby’s) mouth. 


This is a famous nursery rhyme in the Bhojpuri belt 
that is sung by Bhojpuri mothers to lull the baby to eat his 
food. It has also been rendered by the famous singer Lata 
Mangeshkar thus 


Re Chanda mama 

Arrey awa, Parey awah 
Nadiya kinare awa 

Sone ke katoriya mein 

Dudh bhat le le awa 

Babua ke muhawa mein ghutuk 


“O moon uncle (mother’s brother), come either to 
this side or that side of the river, come to the banks of the 
river, bring rice cooked in milk known as khir, in the 
golden recipient and put it in the baby’s mouth”. 


Bhojpuri is spoken or is influential in the following 
regions of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. In Uttar Pradesh it is 
widespread in 


(1) Ballia, (2) Ghazipur, (3) Benares, (4) Mirzapur, 
(5) Sonbhadra, (6) Jaunpur, (7) Azamgarh, (8) Gorakhpur, 
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(9) Deoria, (10) Basti, (11) Mau, (12) Sidharth Nagar. In 
Bihar it covers (1) Saran, (2) Siwan, (3) Maharajganj, (4) 
Bhojpur, (5) Rohtas, (6) Eastern Champaran, (7) Western 
Champaran (of the Indigo fame of Gandhiji’s boycott 
movement), (8) Palamau/Ranchi (Chotta Nagppur area), 
(9) Gopalganj, (10) Babhua (Arrah). 


Bhojpuri is also widely spoken in former Jaspur and 
Vilaspur States of Madhya Pradesh. After my visit to 
Vaishali in January 1997 in the North of Bihar, I also 
discovered people speaking Bhojpuri everywhere in the 
region and the areas around Muzzafarpur and Vaishali. 


It is useful to give a sub-division of Bhojpuri itself, 
considered as one of the major dialects of Bihari, because 
there is such a total confusion regarding this language. 


In fact, people in Mauritius have the misconception 
that it is a dialect originating from Hindi just as Creole 
originates from French. It is referred to as a broken Hindi. 
Nothing can be more distant from the truth. 


Known as the western most dialect of the Eastern or 
Magadhan Group of Indo-Aryan languages, it is the major 
development of the Eastern Apabramsa, derived from 
Sanskrit Prakrit and subsequently Pali. Dr. G.A. Grierson, 
the British Officer who brought out a linguistic survey of 
India, defines this language as Bihari Hindi. By Bihari he 
means a language that comprises Magahi, Maithili, 
Awadhi and Bhojpuri. 
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The Bhojpuri language that evolved around Bhojpur 
and spread over its boundaries must have had Ujjaini 
- influence as well as that of the languages of the Cheros, the 
influence of Sanskrit, Apabramsa, the Parmar Rajputs, the 
Turks and to a lesser extent the Persians and the Arabs, in 
the Middle Ages. In fact, it is traced to over 1000 years of 
history. Indeed, Kabir made abundant use of Bhojpuri in 
his poetry. Bhojpuri words like “phajjir” (early morning) 
are derived from the Arabic (Fazur). Mira and other 
Bhakti saints made copious use of Bhojpuri in their 
writings; so did the Nath Saints, such as Gorakhnath, and 
the singers of Rasikayan and Alha Uddal. 


In its several forms, the sound r is used in lieu of the 
sound / and it is prevalent in even western Hindi. Hence, 
even in Mauritius, this influence has been transported. 


In Mauritius, as well as in Trinidad and Tobago, 
words like mandir are also pronounced as mandil. The 
Bhojpuri suffix ass in some of its verbs like dekhas, 
dekhlas, dekhatas, has similarity with Awadhi. In case 
endings, pronouns and pronunciation links with Awadhi 
and other sub-languages of Northern India are established. 


The Ram Charit Manas of Goswami Tulsidas has 
played and continues to play a tremendous role in the 
language and culture of the Bhojpurias in not only 
Mauritius but in Fiji, South Africa, Surinam, Guyana, 
Trinidad and Tobago and Singapore. It remains the most 
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popular epic of the Bhojpurias and contains several lines 
which are so much Awadhi as well as Bhojpuri 


e.g. “Raghukul reet sada chali ayee 
Pran jaye par vacchan na jayee”. 


It has been the established principle of the clan of 


Raghu: Life may go (one may die) but not one’s word of 
honour. 


Some districts of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar are 
classified as pure Bhojpuri regions. 


(1) Ballia, Ghazipur, Bhojpur, Rohtas fall into this 
category. 


(2) Western Bhojpuri is spoken in Jaunpur, 
Azamgarh, Varanasi, (Benares) and Mirzapur. 


(3) Nagpuria, another form of Bhojpuri is spoken 
in Chotta Nagpur province of Bihar, from where 
the earliest Girmitias (indentured) hailed. 


(4) Madhesia. This is a form of Bhojpuri spoken 
between the Maithili regions and the Bhojpuri 
region of Gorakhpur (middle land Bhojpuri). 


(5) Tharu. This is a form of Bhojpuri spoken in the 
Terrai region of the Himalayas stretching from 
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northern U.P to Champaran and covering the 
hillslopes of Nepal. 


The Dhangars or Oraons, tribal people of Ramnagar 
and Bagaha in Champaran use the Nagpuria dialect of 
Bhojpuri in the course of their conversation with non- 
Dhangar people. The Ganges which is so indelibly 
ingrained in the souls and veins of the Girmitias forms the 
northern boundary of the district separating it from 
Ghazipur, Ballia and Saran. The Sone River which cuts 
across the heartland of the Bhojpuri belt is well-known for 
its Mela and Ekadashi or Kartik Melas. 


These melas are manifested in the Ganga Asnan 
festival at Ekadashi period in Mauritius. 


Dr. G.A. Grierson writes in the Linguistic Survey of 
India, volume Five Part II : “Bhojpuri is the practical 
language of an energetic race, which is ever ready to 
accommodate itself to circumstances and which has made 
its influence felt all over India (and we should add all over 
the Indian diaspora in the plantation colonies). The 
Bengali and the Bhojpuri are two of the great civilizers of 
Hindustan, the former with his pen and the latter with the 
cudgel.” 
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PA The Indentureship 


Let us now tum to the grim reality that was the 
despicable trade exploitation of man by man for the 
production of wealth. Of course, the system was shared on 
both sides; in India by the paralysing feudalism and ‘land 
lordism’, and in the plantocracy by what was qualified as 
another system of slavery by Lord Russell, and which 
provides the title of the book on Indian immigration by 
Professor Hugh Tinker, the pioneer historian. 


In the month of August, 1834, the ship Sarah arrived 
in Port Louis with thirty-nine deck passengers who 
disembarked at Immigration Square, formerly known as 
Coolie Ghat and today rebaptized Apravasi Ghat. 


These passengers were from Chotta Nagpur from 
the community known as Dhangars. Subsequently on 2 
November of the same year arrived another ship with 34 or 
36 passengers, some of whom were from Madras as well. 


It is known that this batch of Indian indentured 
immigrants settled in Antoinette, which they named 
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Phooliyar from the Tamil term Pulliar meaning Ganesh. 
Indeed, at the ‘immigrants’ temple dedicated to the 
Saptamatrika or seven sisters, in the deserted estate village 
of Phooliyar is found the icon of Ganesh in a corner. The 
whole village of Phooliyar has been shifted to the main 
road for more infrastructural support and facilities since 
some fifteen years. 


When I was approached by Dr. Amarendra Mishra, 
Director of the Indira Gandhi Centre for Indian Culture, to 
speak on the subject in October 1996, I was elated. I started 
putting ideas and thoughts together. But as I plunged 
deeper in the historical aspects and recreated in my mind 
the soul-destroying voyage of the Girmitias across the 
Kala Pani (dark waters), excitement gave way to gloom 
and a feeling of depression invaded my psyche. I 
tremoured within myself for what could have been the fate 
of those Bhojpurias and their soul mates from Bombay 
(now Mumbai), Vishakapatnam (Andhra Pradesh now, 
then Telengdesh and part of Madras Presidency) and the 
port of Madras now Chennai in those dark and dismal days 
of despair. My fate was similar to that of the mor, the 
peacock. I delighted in the discovery of a culture too long 
taken for granted, but when I plumbed the depths of their 
souls, as they themselves had plunged into the abysmal 
entrails of the coolie ships on a voyage that practically had 
no return, my heart sank, agonized and cried. 


7 meo dark and gloomy days can never be forgotten. 
n overview of the episode will conjure sad memories of 
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dejection and despair. What and how could it have been? 
Uprooted from their homes, separated from their near and 
dear ones, they have undergone a perilous voyage. And 
landing in the harbour of Port Louis they found themselves 
at the Immigration Depot. What was that first unsure, 
hesitant step that changed the course of their destiny and 
the country’s history forever? Those steps up the Apravasi 
Ghat led them into an unknown land which would 
eventually become their home. They managed with 
rudimentary floor bedding and mass cooked food till they 
were picked up by prospective employers who took them 
to different sugar estates, where they had to put in long 
hours of labour, under cruel and inhuman conditions. 


It was an unbearable, heart-rending story of pain and 
suffering. And despite all these trials, they have handed 
down to us such a magnificent ancient civilisation brought 
from their ancestral land, above all, the values, the ethos of 
living together in harmony; more than anything else the 
ethos of accommodation, art of sharing and caring, their 
great civilisation, heritage and legacy. 


It was the beginning of a new romance, a romance 
with a new land, the romance of a new life, filled with 
triumphs and tribulations, despair and hope, agony and 
ecstasy, a romance of recreation of millennia of cultural 
values out of their collective consciousness. 


Professor Huge Tinker says in his book A Certain 
System of Slavery: “the plantation meant the barracks, the 
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huts where the workers spent their scanty hours of rest, and 
above all the cane fields, where the fronded cane waved, as 
end product of hours of back-aching toil under the burning 
sun”, and he continues, “if the Indians were to survive as 
human beings, their survival depended largely on their 
own powers of resilience. They devised their own 
pastimes, recreated some semblance of the lost India in 
festivals and feasts. The long voyage, cramped conditions 
and strange food had left them physically flabby... but 
perhaps more lowering was the feeling of being lost and 
betrayed.” 


It was, no doubt, a feeling of being trapped. But 
their faith in the ultimate triumph of honest labour, their 
pride in their sense of dignity had come along with them 
and triumphed as part of the heritage into which they were 
born - the essence of their being, a vibrancy of blood and 
ethos. 


Hardly had the movement started when it stopped, 
after a few years, in 1838. So despicable and atrocious 
were their living condition, so insurmountable were the 
difficulties and hardships, so unbearable the oppression 
that it was stopped. The system was operational again after 


the plantocrats complained. And the flow went on 
unbroken till 1924. 


As of 1834, 75 Indian immigrants were introduced; 
in 1837 the figure reached 5000. By 1858, the number had 
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risen to 28,000. If in 1865, one third of the population was 
Indian, the majority coming from Bihar and eastern Uttar 
Pradesh, in 1871, two thirds were Indians, a proportion that 
has been more or less maintained till this day. In 1901, 
when Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi halted over here, on 
his way back to India from South Africa, Indians made up 
679% of the population. 


The main centre for recruitment of Indian 
indentured immigrants was based in and around the 
metropolis of Calcutta, then the capital of British India 
where the recruiting companies had their base on the 
banks of the Hoogly River. Their middle-men preyed on 
the erring wanderers who had drifted to Calcutta in search 
of work from the interior of the Ganges Plain and further 
in land. These middlemen went further up the Ganges as 
people became more cautious lower down. 


Recruits were from : 


1. The Calcutta hinterland. The first main source of 
supply was no doubt the tribal borderland of Chotta 
Nagpur, country of the Dhangars, about whom details have 
been given earlier, together with the surroundings of 
Calcutta and those who drifted from the 24 Parganas. 


2. The districts from which manpower was drawn for 
British administration for the army, the police, watchmen = 
the Gangetic Plains. The search was focused on districts 
around Benares. Benares City is known to exert a great 
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pull on the surrounding districts, the eastern part of Uttar 
Pradesh and the extreme west of the vast Bengal 
Presidency i.e. Bihar. The Biharis were a virile force, but 
patient and stable, used to hard work, and above all, 
docile. The people of Shahabad were those who were most 
easily recruited. They spoke Bhojpuri and Hindi was the 
language of the traffic of indentureship. The Bhojpurias 
were also tempted by the spirit of adventure says G.A. 
Grierson: “As fond as an Irishman is of a stick, the long- 
boned stalwart Bhojpuri, with his staff in hand is a familiar 
object, striving over fields far from his home. Thousands 
of them have emigrated to British colonies”. 


3. Some were certainly from Western Uttar Pradesh as 
far up the Gangetic Plain as Lucknow and Allahabad. 
Some even came from Meerut and Delhi. There are 
families in Mauritius who have come from as far west as 
Lahore. The family of Late Pandit Jugdish Sharma of 
d’Epinay is probably from that region. 


4. Most, however, were from the districts found to the 
east of Benares, e.g. Arrah, Midnapur, Burdwan, Cuttack, 
in Orissa now, (there are some families of Oria origin in 
Mauritius), as well as those bordering the Chotta Nagpur 
plateau. 


5. Another area of recruitment included Benares 
proper, Azamgarh, Gorakhpur, Jaunpur in Eastern U.P, 
then the North Western Provinces and Ghazipur, 
Muzaffarpur, Champaran, Shahabad including Arrah and 
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Bhojpur, Patna, Gaya in Bihar along with Hazareebagh. 
The closeness between the Bhojpuri spoken in Benares and 
Mauritius is amazing indeed, except of course for the 
Creole words that have crept in here. The similarity of a 
standardized Bhojpuri is striking. 


Readers’ attentions have to be drawn here to a factor 
which they often forget when they go to the vast Bhojpuri 
belt in search of their roots. From the picture given earlier 
of an ancient Bihar and Eastern U.P. right up to the present 
day, so many borders have changed. The Ganges itself has 
shifted its course several times, swallowing up villages. 
Villages themselves have moved from their original sites. 


When Harish, my husband went to Hazareebagh in 
search of his roots in 1987, for a second time, he 
discovered that the whole village of his ancestors had 
shifted. But eventually with the help of our friend 
Ravindra Kishore Sinha of Patna, he was able to locate the 
village with great effort. 


Normally, the village mentioned on the official 
document of arrival at the Archives of the Mahatma 
Gandhi Institute is but one among thousands. Sometimes 
several villages scattered over vast stretches bear the same 
name, for example Ramgarh. But there is always hope of 
being reunited with one’s kith and kin. Others find it easier 
thanks to a maintenance of correspondence with their far 
away relatives. 
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The Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute has established a 
“Know Your Roots Centre” to help people retrace their 
roots in Bihar and U.P. 


The Indian labour movement in Mauritius continued 
till the 1920’s. The 1860’s were the peak of Indian 
emigration to Mauritius, indentured and free labour 
inclusive. This process of mass Indian movement was 
definitely going to change not only the demographic but 
the political, socio-cultural and to a large extent the 
economic situation of the country. 


_ By virtue of the lucrative business that was the 
Indian indenture system, the plantocracy not only thrived 
but soon began to feel threatened by the large size of the 
Indian population. The Indians were so feared because of 
their numeric size that they were deliberately relegated to 
an inferior social position. This situation was part of a 
well-planned strategy where ignorance was encouraged to 
further isolate the Indians and prevent them from entering 
the mainstream of political and economic life. 
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3| Bhojpuri Traditions Implanted 


Originating from such diverse regions, what would 
then be the forms of the religious and cultural traditions 
that the indentured immigrants, the Girmitias, introduced 
from the Gangetic belt and Calcutta? Surely, there must be 
traces of cultural traits from such places as Orissa, Bengal 
and U.P., besides Bihari influences as well as tribal 
insertions to a certain extent. And even those originating 
from Bihar itself would not have a wholly homogeneous 
character, exuding elements of Magahi, Maithili, Awadhi, 
Kashiki (from Benares) Deccani and even Braj cultures. 
And this brings us to the realisation that the above- 
mentioned cultural and linguistic traits must have pervaded 
and permeated the Bhojpuri culture and traditions 
prevalent in Mauritius. The prevalent Bhojpuri culture in 
Fiji, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago has a stronger 
Western Uttar Pradesh trait in terms of traditions and 
linguistic variations. 


It would also seem that Bengali and Oriya 
characteristics that were noticeable a few decades ago are 
today all absorbed in the dominant and forceful Bhojpuri 
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language and culture. This absorption is due to a large 
extent to inter-marriages. 


The cultural uprooting, the humiliation and 
oppression, the traumatic experiences of a disjointed 
family system, the break-up of the panchayat system, the 
shattering of the security of caste and community 
surroundings, the squalor of the camps, the back-breaking 
work, none of these impediments could deter the 
Bhojpurias from practising and upholding their cultural 
practices. On the contrary, it was primarily this resilience 
that gave them a leverage and support. The jahajia bhai 
concept (boat brotherhood or companionship) prevailed in 
Mauritius until the fragmentation of family units, whether 
they were Hindus or Muslims, and this maintained a strong 
community feeling. 


But everything had to be recreated, the family unit 
maintained, the broken psyche restored. The community 
set-up had to be slowly nurtured, the civilizational ethos 
cultivated, and a social order established. 


How was the social order to be maintained when 
there was a disproportion between men and women? How 
were traditions to have a continuity? Hindu priests would 
refuse to perform the religious rites of certain caste groups, 
much like the Catholic priests denied entry into the St 
Louis Cathedral to the slaves and their descendants, for the 
last rites of their dead. The disproportion between men 
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and women was the main factor in creating social 
dislocation and in shaping the lives of the coolie 
descendants. Sex disproportion delayed stability in the 
social life of the immigrants. 


The plantocrats were soon to realise that morosity 
among the indentured labourers affected the system. So 
much so that they were compelled to bring in more women 
as well as encourage recruits to come with their families to 
stabilise the social climate. 


As communities became second and third 
generation immigrants, the sex-ratio became equalised 
through the births of native descendants. It is also a fact 
that many immigrants deliberately left their wives behind | 
in the hope of reassuring their return. g 


On Governor Hugon’s urgings, an Indian Marriage ~ 
Ordinance was introduced in 1856 to regularise the social 
life and status of the Indians. Mauritius shifted.into a 
stable population balance round about 1870. There was a 
female population of 116,781 Indians in 1901 giving birth 
to a total of 9,095 babies in that year. If in 1851, the Indian 
female population was 22%, by 1861 it was 39.9% and in 
1871 it reached 52.6% 


Upon the termination of their contracts, the 
Bhojpurias could go back home. Many went back to India 
and some came here again; but most chose to stay in 
Mauritius as they could not repay their passage fares. 
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` The grand morcellement (land division) of 1860 at 
first, and later in 1880, did definitely turn the tide in favour 
of the immigrants and their descendants. As the 
Bhojpurias moved from the estate camps, they bought 
small plots of land and built their homes even if they were 
shanties and raised animals, cows and goats principally, 
and cultivated their farms after a hard day’s work. This 
definitely set the stage for the Indian immigrants becoming 
small planters. Liberated from the “girmit” (from the term 
agreement) and the-estate conditions, the Bhojpurias 
slowly recreated their cultural environment as practised 
back home. Traditional cultural patterns emerged, though 
the Bhojpurias were individually coming from different 
villages and were of diverse geographical and cultural 
origins as seen earlier. 


A new pattern of life developed. The Bhojpurias 
were now free and independent to reproduce the social and 
cultural organisation which they had inherited and indeed 
transferred to Mauritius from their Motherland. They went 
back to their roots, gathered strength from them, revived 
and enriched their traditions. There was a flourishing of 
Shivalas (Shiva’s abodes), madrassas and mosques. 


Baithkas were set up in the estate camps as new villages 
cropped up. 
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A] Baithka 


The Bhojpurias in Mauritius set aside a small place 
on their estate barracks where they gathered in the late 
evenings after work. There, they would conduct their 
prayers. This place known as the baithka from baithna (in 
Hindi to sit), was a veritable socio-cultural club, the ` 
gathering place, where the migrants interacted with each 
other. Baithkas were set up on the estate camps as well as 
in the new villages that grew up as the immigrants 
terminated their contracts and bought plots of land. The 
baithka became the focus, the nerve centre of thè 
community. It was in the baithka that they would teach 
their children the vernaculars and religious and cultural 
values. “Baithak ba” - signifying “there's a meeting” - 
would be enough to convene members by a dhawan 
(convener). It became the pivot of the educational 
dissemination. 


The Ramayana also formed the basis of non-formal 
education for their children. The baithkas primarily 
provided part time voluntary vernacular schooling to both 
boys and girls. This was done every afternoon or twice or 
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thrice a week. Ram Gatti Dehu Sumati - the path of Ram 
leads to wisdom became the motto of all the Hindi schools. 
The language used as a medium of instruction was 
Bhojpuri mixed with some Hindi, developing at that time 
in India as Khadi Boli (language spoken while standing). 
On Thursdays, the day of the Guru (Guruvar) a ceremony 
was held in honour of the Guru in some of these baithkas. 
This was known as Pati Puja which meant the puja 
(worship) of the slate. In Hindu ethos learning is 
venerated. Saraswati, the Goddess of learning, is invoked 
by even the illiterate masses to provide Vidya, knowledge. 
This thirst for knowledge dates back to the Vedic period, 
five thousand years ago, when emphasis was laid on the 
quest for knowledge (Veda meaning knowledge). To this 
day, it explains why the people of Indian origin in 
Mauritius make such great investments in education, to the 
extent of mortgaging or selling properties. 


In every Hindu home hangs a picture, even if it is a 
calendar one, of Saraswati. There are to this day several 
baithkas by the name of Saraswati Pathshala: for example 
the one at Plaine des Roches, Rivière du Rempart. 


In Bengal, Orissa and, to a certain extent, in Bihar, 
Saraswati Puja is a great occasion of celebration. Idols of 
Saraswati are made by thousands and neatly decorated. 
These idols are installed in schools, colleges, universities, 
hostels, people’s homes, etc. On the day of Saraswati Puja, 
students dance in front of the idol and perform cultural . 
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programmes in honour of Saraswati. Books, slates, and all 
objects of learning as well as flowers, sweets, fruits are 
placed at her feet. After the puja, prasad is offered and 
after prostrating in front of the goddess, and the books 
having been blessed, students go on rejoicing in the streets 
in procession. The next day or a few days afterwards the 
idols are taken in procession and immersed in the sea or 
nearby river with great reverence. 


The value of learning is ingrained in the Bhojpuria’s 
mind as in all Hindus since childhood. In Arya Samaj 
families, a yaj is performed on the occasion of a child’s 
birth and the father of the child writes ‘Om’ on the child’s 
tongue with ghee (clarified butter) as well as whispers Om 
in the newborn’s ears. 


In Bengal to this day, if a book has fallen down, the 
student will pick it up and touch it to his forehead, a 
symbolical gesture of “J bow to You”. 


On the occasion of the Pati Puja, a copy of Ram 
Charit Manas, carefully wrapped up in a piece of cloth, as 
is done to this day, as well as pupils’ slates, neatly washed 
and cleaned, were laid on an improvised altar in the 
classroom. Pupils offered boiled rice, camphor, flowers, 
coconuts and bananas as prasad at the small altar. The 
Guru who taught the verses of Ramayana and Hanuman 
Chalisa, would be neatly dressed in his dhoti, with a tika 
on his forehead, carrying his cane in one hand. The pupils 
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would prostrate infront of the Guru and he would touch 
their back symbolically with the cane as a blessing which 
was known as chari vardan. My Guruji, Pandit Beni of 
Les Salines who held a Hindi pathshala at his home in Free 
Street, Port-Louis, something like a gurukul, - Hindi not 
being taught at that time in the primary school I was 
attending - the Western Suburb Government School, in the 
late fifties, always walked around with his chari (cane) 
which he called Dukh haran sukh dein - (removal of pain 
and provider of happiness). Special occasions were 
celebrated in the baithka’s pathshala, attended by the 
estate or village people, when students would chant and 
explain the verses they had learnt and this was greatly 
appreciated. The advanced students would teach these 
verses to the juniors. This process of learning from each 
other led to a proliferation of Ramayanis towards the end 
of the 1800’s and the succeeding decades. 


It is from this tradition that even the present-day 
Hindi teachers in the primary government schools as well 
as in the evening Hindi pathshalas are addressed with the 
revered term Guruji. The lady teachers for that matter are 
addressed as “Bahenjis” (Sister) 


The Pati Puja in the baithka’s pathshala was 
invoked in a Bhojpuri of the time mixed with some Hindi. 
One such invocation is still remembered by the elders. 
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Sar sar sar sar, Sanjha kali 
Sone rupe, Girvar dhari 

Jo jane Girvar ke bheva 
Nitya uthe puje Ganpat deva 
Ganpat puje ka karije 
Pahle phul Vinayak dije 
Dosar ka Sarosati dije 
Tisar ka Mahadev 

Chautha Guru panv parihe 
Guru pave pave asis 

Guru chatiya jiye lakh baris 
Lakh baris ke sande khunde 
Guru dware barse chandi 
Akharmandi 

Vidya ke phal baithal khaya. 


Many of the schools adopted eventually a shorter 
version of the hymn of the Bhojpuria immigrants. A 
translated version is proposed here : 


Evening twilight has come as if with the evening wind 
blowing sar, sar, sar, sar. Let us venerate the God Krishna 
(Girivar dhari Krishna who held the Goburdhun mountain 
on his finger) who has a golden form. Those who are 
attuned to the mysteries of Krishna would be dear to 
Krishna. Worship Ganesh (Ganpat) - that is the God of 
Mathematics) every morning upon rising. How should 
Ganesh be worshiped? The first flowers should be offered 
to Ganesh, the second flowers to Saraswati, (in Bhojpuri to 
this day Saraswati is pronounced Sarosati) the third 
flowers should be offered to Mahadev (Lord Shiva) and the 
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fourth flowers should be placed at the feet of the Guru. 
When thus the Guru receives the offerings, one gets his 
blessings. The Guru clasps one to his heart (chatiya) and 
with this blessing one lives up to 1000 years. (i.e very 
long). You have been digging and searching (for gold) for 
thousand years (i.e. you have been searching for learning) 
but at the door of the Guru you will be blessed with Chandi 
(silver). (i.e. you will be blessed with knowledge, wisdom 
and wealth). All those who have acquired wisdom in this 
way will be for ever blessed with plenty of knowledge and 
enjoy the fruits of the knowledge thus acquired. 


It will be noticed that superlatives are part of the 
Indian tradition. 


The baithka continued to exert a great influence on 
the social, cultural, political and economic life as well, of 
the Indian immigrants and their descendants. It regularised 
all aspects of their life. It was the seat of the Panchayat 
(village community/committee) where disputes would be 
settled, the welfare of the community discussed, villagers’ 
hardship problems solved, marriages settled and 
community support exhorted. In short, it was the meeting 
place where everything concerning the community would 
be discussed : the price of sugar, the welfare of the 
community, the social appraisal. Eventually, it became the 
pivot of political awakening. It was the hub of social 
redress and community uplift. And Bhojpuri served as the 
vehicle of expression and communication at the baithka. It 
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was at one such meeting in the North of the country at 
Labourdonnais estate that Anjalay Devi Coopen, a woman 
labourer who was pregnant, was shot down by the colonial 


police. She became a symbol of liberation for the 
community. 


The baithka was run on a voluntary basis and 
expenses were met by the community. 


Festivals like the Holi (known as Phagwa), 
Sankranti, Divali, Maha Shivaratri gave much occasion 
for rejoicing to the Bhojpurias which they shared and 
continue to do so with other ethnic and linguistic groups. 


The baithka continued to play a very important role 
in Mauritius and was instrumental in fuelling the liberation 
movements of the country that would eventually lead to 
independence in 1968. 
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5I The Conditions of Living 


The housing patterns of the estate camps remained 
unchanged during the ninety years of indentureship. The 
standard pattern of accommodation was invariably a set 
line of 30 to 40 rooms - known among Bhojpurias as 
“dhan camp” from the French dans camp, a Bhojpuriased 
form of “ in the estate line”, with another line, back to 
back, behind. Cooking facilities were provided outside in 
a verandah running down from the roof in front of the 
rooms. The roof was thatched with dried up cane tops and 
strengthened with bamboo poles cut down from the river 
banks. The walls as well as the floor and the compounds 
were plastered with mud and cowdung, the whole kept 
spotlessly clean, and the houses would be “lipaye” 
(floored) with cowdung regularly if not on a weekly basis, 
and the waft of the wind would carry the freshness of the 
cowdung. In the summer season it would be coupled with 
the aroma of the ripe mangoes and the smell of sugar from 
the nearby sugar mills as well as the ‘raisins’ fluid oozing 
out from the trunks. In the early days there were some 
three hundred small sugar mills, each with their estate 
barracks. 
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The Bhojpurias slept on khatias or on gunny bags on 
the floor. They had few material belongings and they kept 
their clothes and jewellery in the “senduk' (casket) as in 
India. Their cooking utensils would comprise ‘dekchi’, 
carahi, tawa, belna, lota, katori, chimta, chalni (sieve), 
janta (milling stone), sil lodha (grinding stone - kitchen 
utensils, the whole given the term “hanrhia bartan”. All 
these terms continue to survive in the Creole dialect. Other 
utensils which were not of Bhojpuri or Indian culture 
would be appropriated in a Bhojpuriased form such as 
couyer from cuiller (spoon), lacoudjine from French la 
cuisine (kitchen), jalamet from French allumettes 
(matches). They cooked on firewood known as chulhas. 
This practice continued in fact till the last decade and even 
today there are many homes which still cook on firewood. 
In fact, during weddings, and other ceremonies where large 
scale food preparations are required, temporary chulhas 
are set up. The term “metteur chulha” in Creole, meaning 
- to incite is derived from this term. 


The barrack condition and the ignominious Vagrant 
Act as well as the prohibition of movement without a pass 
from one district to another and the baithka have helped to 
a great extent in the maintenance of strong community 
spirit, language, culture and traditions. 


Dr. Madhukar Bhagat, well-known Bhojpuri and 


Hindi poet of Mauritius, composed a song in the 1950's 
which was a sort of a chanson engagée (protest political 
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song) that highlighted the rise and victory of Labour Party 
and the defeat of the plantocracy. 


“Tawe ke rotiya 
Tawe par jar gail 
Man wa ke batiya 
Man we mein rahgail 
Ab bhaile travailliste ke Raj 
Sahebwa jarbe kari” 


The bread, (roti) remains burnt on the tawa, (the 
griddle), one’s feelings have remained in one's heart. Now 
this is the victory of Labour Party and the Saheb - the 
white man — is mad with fury. 


But it is also thanks to the fighting spirit, the capacity 
to bear untold sufferings, the resilience of the Bhojpuri 
culture and the deep attachment to values of the 
Bhojpurias, that they were able to preserve the rich oral 
traditions that are prevalent today. 


Successively, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi’s halt 
in Port Louis in 1901, Manilall Doctor’s movements, the 
setting up of the Arya Samaj, the Bissoondoyal movement 
and in post-independent Mauritius, the Sera Shivir 
movement, and the contribution of various individuals, 
missionaries, and intellectuals all helped to encourage the 
Bhojpurias and the larger Indian community to face the 
challenges. 
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6l The Visible and Linguistic Aspects 
of the Bhojpuri Tradition 


After having shown the background from which the 
Bhojpuri traditions were brought to Mauritius and the 
conditions in which they survived, we shall try to focus 
now on some of the visible and linguistic aspects of the 
Bhojpuri traditions : the aspects that are seen, heard, smelt 
and felt. 


Bhojpuri Linguistic traditions 


If at the beginning of the Indian labour indentureship, 
Bhojpuri was a much more resonant lingua franca by 
virtue of the large masses of migrants from the Bhojpuri 
belt, a typical Mauritian Bhojpuri, a sort of a standardised 
form developed slowly. 


There is a living Bhojpuri presence in Mauritius that 
cannot be denied. It cannot be effaced or taken for granted. 
This presence is manifested through the way of living of 
Mauritians whose ancestors embarked at Calcutta, through 
their vibrant cultural values, oral traditions, customs, rites 
and rituals, collective consciousness, their food system, 
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their mode of eating, dietary habits, their culinary art and 
spices, their ‘mithais’, their patterns of dress and jewellery, 
their religious practices, beliefs and rituals, medicinal 
plants, their symbols, feasts and festivals, games and 
pastimes, their artifacts and home environment. Their rites 
of passage such as birth, marriage, sacred thread taking 
ceremony, baby’s naming ceremony, and the funeral rites 
form the backbone of their religiosity and identity. 


Bhojpuri has also contributed immensely to the 
semantics of Mauritius. Bhojpuri terminology, proverbs, 
sayings, riddles and charades, swear words, folklore, folk 
tales, phraseologies, children’s games and above all songs 
both traditional and modein, make Bhojpuri a vibrant, 
pulsating and intrinsic aspect of the Mauritian linguistic 
landscape. Its use in the market place, and as a language 
of communication and socialisation, as well as a language 
of home environment and heritage adds colour to the 
linguistic map of Mauritius. Just like the seven colours of 
the rainbow, one does not know exactly where one colour 
Starts or ends. The colours merge one with the other and 
so does Bhojpuri with the other languages of Mauritius. 
Somebody may be carrying on a conversation in Creole, 
French, English or Hindi and suddenly switches off to 
outpourings of Bhojpuri, like spices which one added to 
make food savoury and delicious. Bhojpuri indeed charms 
by its sweetness, the romance and nuances of its 
morphology. 
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The origins were a mixture from several districts of 
Bihar, U.P., the terrai of Nepal, which each had a distinct 
linguistic variation of the “Bihari language”. 


“kos kos par pani badle la” 


The saying goes that as you cross from one village to 
another, language changes as water takes its own taste in 
each soil. And there is another saying in the Bhojpuri belt 
which says that language changes at every well or after 
crossing each bank of a.river. 


In Mauritius, there was a blending process that 
gradually operated. A merger occurred of all these variants 
from Ballia, Benares, Calcutta, Chotta Nagpur, Arrah, 
Patna, Bhojpur, Azamgarh, with a blend from the 
languages of the Telugus, Tamils, even from Oria the 
language of Orissa, Bengali, Braj (U.P.) Awadhi (U.P.) and 
some tribal languages. Add to that the influences of Creole 
and French. We have mentioned earlier that even in India 
the Bhojpuri language had been imbibing many diverse 
influences as waves of migrants succeeded each other in 
the North East Provinces. So not only blood mingled, but 
their habits, languages, food, dress, music and art as well. 


The first wave and second generations of Bhojpuri 
immigrants adopted a Bhojpuri language to suit their new 
surroundings enriching it from local borrowings to denote 
new artifacts and material belongings which did not 
originally exist in their traditional home or village 
background way back in India. 
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- The immigrants’ children, born and brought up in a 
new environment, imbibed that amount of Bhojpuri from 
_ their parents that would suit their needs and they continued 
to borrow from other languages especially from Creole, to 
Satisfy their social expressions and needs. 


Bhojpuri, by virtue of the great demographic 
numbers of its speakers, became a common lingua franca 
in Mauritius. In fact all other linguistic groups from India 
adopted Bhojpuri as a means of communication and social 
interaction. Even the white estate manager and overseer 
and the Chinese village shopkeeper had recourse to 
Bhojpuri to communicate with the rural Indian masses. 


To this day, Chinese, Creoles and others can speak a 
smattering of Bhojpuri. And even, if they cannot speak it 
fluently, there are very few Mauritians indeed who cannot 
understand some Bhojpuri. 


The Muslims originating from the Bhojpuri belt, built 
Madrassas attached to each mosque where they taught the 
verses of the holy Koran, Islamic studies and Urdu to their 
children. But they continued to use Bhojpuri as a lingua 
franca. The Muslims continue to a lesser extent to use the 
Bhojpuri language, especially the elderly people. In the 
Plaine Verte and Vallée Pitôt sectors of Port Louis, with 
predominant Muslim populations, Bhojpuri can be heard 
spoken in daily conversations. The Muslims originating 
from western India especially Cutch, Surat and 
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Ahmedabad, speak Gujarati among themselves. But even 
these Muslims, a trading community, could speak Bhojpuri 
because of their large rural clientèle. 


Bhojpuri was thus subjected to a push and pull factor 
from within as well as from without the community. With 
the progressive emancipation of the rural masses and 
exposure to Western based formal education in a multi- 
ethnic, multi-racial and multi-linguistic structure with 
English as the official language and French the common 
language of prestige, business and media associated with 
socio-economic mobility, and Creole as the basic lingua 
franca, Bhojpuri suffered compressions, but its resilient 
factor has nevertheless maintained its existence in the 
collective consciousness. Within the community, Bhojpuri 
gave way to Hindi as the Arya Samaj movement gained 
strength and sermons and lectures were given by Punjabis 
and Marathi speaking Hindu intellectuals visiting 
Mauritius who were unfamiliar with Bhojpuri and 
considered it as a “junglee” (backward) language. Other 
linguistic groups slowly discovered Telugu, Tamil and 
Marathi as a language of prestige and identity. With the 
introduction of the teaching of oriental languages at 
school, a further focus was laid on Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, 
Marathi and Urdu. There was a greater shift to Hindi. 


Although both Bhojpuri and Hindi are used in mass 


gatherings, and Hindi has kept on gaining ascendance over 
Bhojpuri in terms of prestige and as a sort of a 
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standardisation, Bhojpuri has continued to remain a dear 
and popular means of communication. 


It is also widely used by different Government 
Institutions, ministries such as the Ministry of Health and 
. the Ministry of Agriculture, the Family Planning 
Association, in their weekly mass communication 
programmes on the radio. T.V. programmes are also 
presented in Bhojpuri such as features presented on various 
aspects of Mauritian life ranging from socio-economic to 
cultural activities. The Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute 
recently provided the voice-over and wrote the script in 
Bhojpuri for a TV documentary film produced by the 
Mauritius College of the Air (MCA) for the Ministry of 
Public Utilities in the context of the Water Saving 
Compaign due to acute drought over the country. The 
Ministry of Arts and Culture has been holding annual 
Bhojpuri drama festivals since the early 1980’s. 


MINISTRY OF ARTS AND CULTURE 


NATIONAL DRAMA FESTIVAL 
HINDI AND BHOJPURI SECTIONS 


sever [oon [oer [|e 


A | B A| B 
22 | 16| 36 27| 20 
32 | 27| 36 22| 20 


A - Entries B - Participants 
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The table on page 40 shows participation in the Hindi 
and Bhojpuri drama festivals for the past five years. The 
interest in both is more or less the same with some 
variations in certain years. However, it would seem that 
Hindi plays are on the increase, but not to the detriment of 
Bhojpuri. There is reason to believe that there is an 
upward curve and that there is hope for rejoicing. 
Participants are from the non-governmental socio-cultural 
organisations, village clubs and school clubs, such as the 
Grand Bois College Drama Club and the Vacoas Aryan 
Vedic Hindi School. 


Furthermore, the Mauritius Broadcasting Corporation 
introduced in its TV programme, a national song 
competition in Bhojpuri called Bhojpuri Baharin 1996. It 
had a tremendous response and success. In 1996 there 
were more than 300 entries and the preliminaries were held 
from April to May on every Sunday. The finals were held 
on 15 September 1996 and had a wide appeal. One Creole 
Bhojpuri-Hindi popular veteran “la tente ” singer (i.e. one 
who sings on wedding occasions known as “Gamat” — 
rejoicing/entertainment), participated. His name is Louis 
Freeman Lagare. He composed his own song - Lali Lali 
cane planter bich main makai” which speaks of 
intercropping of maize plants among the sugar cane lines 
(la li, la li - Bhojpuriased form of French - la ligne 
meaning row). He dressed in the typical Bhojpuri dress of 
the early 1900’s when the sirdar or overseer would wear a 
coat over a dhoti and a mouchoir (from hankerchief) over 
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his bead, carrying an umbrella. He won the second prize 
in the competition. The first prize was won by another 
veteran singer who has been singing for the past forty years 
- Sona Noyan. Sona Noyan is an electrifying singer who 
sets his audience raving the moment he steps on the stage. 
His “gamat” sessions start at eight in the evening on a 
Saturday night and continue until four o’clock in the 
morning the next day. His hit song “Khale Pile” gave him 
the sobriquet “Khale Pile” and became a hit all over the 
island. The Bhojpuri Bahar is being renewed on television 
again this year in 1999. Publicity for entries was launched 
in Hindi, French, Creole and Bhojpuri on television. 


Therefore, the earlier confusion in terms of Bhojpuri 
being a coarse language in comparison with Hindi a 
language of prestige, is now clearly dissipated. Says late 
Pandit Thakurduth Pandey in “The Role and Development 
of Hindi in Mauritius”, a paper he presented at the 
National Seminar on the Language Issue in Mauritius in 
1982 at the University of Mauritius. “Right from the outset 
Bhojpuri had been complementary to Hindi. As such, to 
the masses, Bhojpuri and Hindi are not two different 
languages, but are two sides of the same coin.” The late 
Preeaduth Mewasingh, a member of the Legislative 
Assembly, who took a great interest in Bhojpuri presented 
a paper at the same Conference entitled “The role of 
Bhojpuri in Mauritius”, in which he said, “Bhojpuri is a 
living language”, and went on to say: “Today (1982) a vast 
majority of people do not know either Hindi or Sanskrit, 
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yet they know the wonderful stories of the Ramayana, 
Mahabharata and the Bhagvad Gita, thanks to Bhojpuri, 
as these stories were told to them in that language.” He 
adds: “Thanks to that language I imbibed the culture of 
that great country from where it had come- India”. 


In the 1972 census, people who spoke Bhojpuri at 
home entered “Hindi” as the language spoken at home. 
The Indian currency, the rupee, introduced in Mauritius in 
1876 has dominated the Mauritian economic scene as 
“rupia” in Bhojpuri and its units as “anas”. And other 
terms such as “paissa” char ane, or chawani or char anas 
(25 cents), ath anas, or athani for 50 cents, barah anas for 
75 cents are current. A “sawaiya” for Rs 1.25 (one rupee 
twenty five cents) is used in Hindu ceremonials as a token 
offering. Even the terms ek cowrie for twenty (from 
cowrie shells - as countings were done in shells in the old 
days in India) teen cowries are used especially in denoting 
age by the elderlies. Ek cowrie for 20 and char cowrie for 
80 years old are still used by elderly persons. To denote 
seventy they would say “teen cowrie aur das baris”. 


Politicians have also had recourse to Hindi and 
Bhojpuri to address the crowds during their electoral 
campaigns either in public or private meetings and on the 
radio and T.V broadcasts, so imperative is the language 
issue in Mauritius to gain the support of the majority of the 
people. 
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In 1982, there was a move to scrap the Indian 
languages from the public schools in Mauritius. The 
policy makers considered them as alien languages in 
favour of Creole and Bhojpuri. But this situation was not 
viewed favourably by the Indo-Mauritians who although 
they have an endearing place in their hearts for Bhojpuri, 
yet did not want to make backsteps since the development 
and progress of Hindi and other oriental languages had 
already been made as vehicles of culture, communication, 
knowledge and civilisation and specifically as symbols of 
identity. 


Language is not merely a means of communicating 
thoughts, but it is also a potent medium of social control. 
It can serve as a tool to fulfill social obligations and the 
practical needs. 


Bhojpuri in Mauritius has fostered national solidarity 
as it serves as a link language. 


In this multi-racial and multi-lingual society, 
Bhojpuri has a popularity and importance of its own. Ina 
paper entitled Proposals for a Rational Language Policy 
for the Development of an Integrated Mauritian 
Personality at the national seminar on the language issue in 
Mauritius in 1982, Ramesh Ramdoyal, former director of 
the Mauritius Institute of Education (MIE) said that “there 
is also an immediate need for the ‘codification’ and 
‘elaboration’ of Mauritian Creole and Bhojpuri - i.e. 


standardization of grammar, orthography, lexicon, 
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phonology in view of the exciting developments taking 
place at the national as well as at the cultural and literary ` 
levels of Mauritian life”. He said that, “Mauritian 
Bhojpuri, like Mauritian Creole is another ‘langue du 
terroir Mauricien’ i.e. a linguistic product of Mauritian 
cultural life. It is currently spoken in the rural areas and 
is the first language of a large number of Mauritians”. 


The Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute established in 1982 
has organised several workshops and made a tremendous 
contribution towards establishing Bhojpuri as a means of 
expression in its own rights. The institute celebrates 
innumerable festivals to highlight the social and cultural 
dimensions of Bhojpuri and encourages interaction in it. 


These days in an information technology oriented 
Mauritius, and rapid industrialisation, if the shift to Hindi 
is quite visible at the cultural and prestige end of the 
paradigm, a Bhojpuriased Creole is gaining ground as the 
lingua franca. In Bhojpuri homes people who may use a 
mixed Creole dialect still retain the Bhojpuri traditions 
which reflect its compelling presence and persistence. 


In India, English is making inroads in major Indian 
languages including Bhojpuri. When I was in Azamgarh 
in 1998, my hostess Mrs Kuber Mishra in Berkunda, a 
village of Azamgarh, illiterate in the formal sense of the 
word, addressed me in Bhojpuri. But her Bhojpuri 
contained several English words although she did not 
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know the language. e.g. “Time ka ba?” (What’s the time?) 
In Mauritius, the same question would be “ketna bajal 
ba”? (What’s the time - or how much has it rung) This is 
because in the old days in India, an iron plate was hit with 
a small piece of iron to indicate time. She used other 
words such as “Ee ke set kar ke aib” (I'll set this and 
come). Daily on the Zee TV station and in metropolitan 
cities of India, Hinglish is spoken rather than a pure brand 
of Hindi. For example, “Mera husband hospatal gaya, wo 
Monday ko, by the way, by car ayega” “My husband has 
gone to hospital, he’ill be back (home) by the way by car.” 
As Mauritius becomes increasingly industrialised and 
engulfed in the global village, languages will be bound to 
undergo further transformations through’ merging, 
borrowing, absorbing and modification. 


The number of Americanese and English words now 
used currently in French, frowned a little while ago by the 
orthodox and purist Académie Frangaise, is quite amazing. 
Likewise in Mauritius, languages manifest a vibrancy, 24 
dynamism as they move, grow and are transformed. 


Bhojpuri transformation has thus taken two 
colourings and characteristics : firstly from Hindi, 
secondly from Creole. For the Indo-Mauritians, there is no 
confusion now between Bhojpuri and Hindi, especially 
when one realises that Bhojpuri is but a sub-division and 
base of Eastern Hindi/Bihari. It should not be forgotten 
that Bhojpuri’s origin is very ancient, much older than 
Mauritian Hindi and that the two have developed side by 
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side having a common ancestry from the Magahi 
Apabramsa, dating back to Pali, Prakrit and Sanskrit. The 
Bihari Hindi is directly influenced by Bhojpuri and other 
dialects as its feeder language. The script used by the 
Bhojpurias who were lettered was Kaithi. A few 
manuscripts in Kaithi exist here as well as in the Bhojpuri 
belt of works on the Ramayana and Kabir’s sabdas and 
dohas (verses). Kaithi was the script used by the Kaisth, 
the scribe caste who used to keep records and accounts in 
the courts of the Mughals. Hence the language Kaithi. It 
was the language of chroniclers, clerks and accountants. 
Gradually, the Bhojpurias took to this script. In the last 
century Khadi Boli, standard Hindi started evolving. 
Bhartendu Harischandra from the Bhojpuri belt based in 
Benares, acclaimed as father of modern Hindi in both 
prose and poetry, brought out a proliferous literature in 
Hindi and he used the Devanagri script. This was at a time 
when emigration was taking place to the plantation 
colonies. Slowly, Kaithi gave way to Devanagri in the 
Bhojpuri belt among the timid Bhojpuri writers. 


The Bhojpuri belt gave a rich crop of Hindi writers 
beginning with Bhartendu Harishchandra himself who 
brought out some 175 works in Hindi, Rahul Sankrityayan 
the wandering monk from Azamgarh district, Munshi 
. Premchand of Benares, the great Sanskrit centenarian 
doyen Pandit Baldeo Upadhyaya, hailing from Ballia and 
based in Benares, Dr Vidya Niwas Mishra, former editor 
of Nawbharata Times from Deoria, Dr Hazari Prasad 
Dwivedi, Pandit Krishna Dev Upadhyaya, the folklorist of 
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international repute from Ballia, Shri Veveki Rai from 
Ghazipur and Dr. Shyam Manohar Pandey from Ballia 
now based in Italy and others. In Mauritius too, Bhojpuri 
fed the creative writing in Hindi of Abhimanyu Unnuth, 
Dr. Brajendra Madhukar Bhagat, Dr. Mooneshwur 
Chintamunee, Hurrynarain Seetah, Poojanand Nema and 
Ramdeo Dhurundhur. 


Kaithi has almost disappeared now, being replaced by 
Hindi and Devanagri scripts. The beautifully decorated 
handwritten manuscripts in Kaithi are available in quite a 
few families while others are on display at the Folk 
Museum of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. A few families 
can still remember having heard about it from the older 
generation, especially those belonging to the Shivnaraini 
sect. 


There is such a rich array of Bhojpuri traditions 
prevalent in this island that one feels at a loss where to 
start. To the large mass of people, Bhojpuri signifies folk 
songs. Indeed, songs form an undeniable and forceful 
aspect of Bhojpuri traditions, but they are not the only 
component. 


Some people nowadays are also moaning the loss of 
traditions and the onslaught of modernism. Others decry 
the erosion of values and traditions, especially the 
language. But we must not forget that in this space shuttle, 
we can but only go forward, not backward. The past, 
however can add lustre to and sustain the forward growth 


and movement. Time cannot remain static. In this process, 
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languages take root, grow, shrink, borrow, shed some 
forms and adopt others. They merge with other linguistic 
structures. They do not exactly die, but they rather evolve 
and take a new morphology. 


It is true that today fewer people are speaking this 
sweet and romantic language, so full of idioms, proverbs, 
references and expressions. But on the other hand, 
Bhojpuri has had to face the challenge of several factors, 
mentioned elsewhere in this work. The Bhojpuri 
community is no longer closed upon itself. The E-mail and 
Internet era will bring more changes in the Bhojpuri home, 
the intrusion of western mass-media culture, the T.V., all 
have their share in the acculturation process. Despite all 
these factors Bhojpuri remains an intrinsic part of 
Bhojpurias’ home culture. Professor Hugh Tinker says in 
A Certain System of Slavery: “At the time of the 
immigration, the preservation of the Indian languages was 
almost entirely due to the persistence of the coolies in 
speaking their mother tongue among themselves.” This 
was also reinforced in a way by a lack of formal schooling, 
the back to back barracks and community living. 
Moreover, massive immigration had helped the language 
flourish. 


Etymology 


Bhojpuri has a very rich stock of grammar. It is very 
simple and clear and its grammar straightforward. Every 
word has its own colour, essence and flavour. 
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There are no complicated systems of verb, number or 
gender. 


Some word derivations from Sanskrit 


Sanskrit Bhojpuri English 
Aamra Aam Mango 
Agni Aag Fire 
Puspa Phul Flower 
Ratri Raat Night 
Aashru Ansu Tears 
Ghrit Ghiv Clarified butter 
Tael Tel Oil 
Ashray Asra Hope 
Mritya Mowat Death 
Adhya Aaju Today 
Surya Suraj Sun 
Chandra Chand Noon 
Swarna Sona Gold 


The following words are derived from tribal languages 


Bhojpuri English 

Jhagra Quarrel 

Pagdhi (Pagri) Head dress 
Dibiya Can 

Lor Tear 

Words derived from Pharsi (Persian) 
Bhojpuri English 

Apsos Regret 
Khargos Rabbit 
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Gulab Rose 

Jinigi Life 
Chadar Veil 
Tamasa Show 
Chirag Lamp 
Chasma Eye Glasses 
Chehra Face 
Dukan Shop 

Paji Mischief 
Bimar Ill 


Bhojpuri Words derived from Arabic 


Bhojpuri English 

Asar Effect 

Ajib Strange 

Amar Immortal 

Adat Habit 

Takdir Destiny 

Takiya Pillow 

Julus Procession 

Tamasa Show 

Jalsa Festivity/Entertainment 
Matlab Opportunity, meaning 
From Turkish 

Bhojpuri English 

Kainchi Scissors 

Lash Corpse 

Chamcha Spoon 

Bahadoor Brave 

Laphanga Loafer 

Coolie Porter 


(also Portuguese, Chinese) 
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Bhojpuri words derived from English/French 
Bhojpuri English 

Achar (from French achard) Pickle 

Almari (from French armoire) Wardrobe 
Kamiz (from French chemise) Shirt 

Kamara (from French chambre) Room 


Chabhi (Portuguese) Key 
Tamaku Tobacco 
Pistol Pistol 
Balti (Portuguese) Container 
Gamla (Gamel) Barrel 


Bhojpuri nouns usually end in i. 

Bowai (sowing); Padhai (Reading), likhai (writing), 
kattai (harvest) 4 

The word Ranwa - used for respect to denote second 
person has disappeared from Mauritian Bhojpuri. Tu (tu- 


French), (you, English) is used for all second persons, 
elders as well as juniors. 


oe for every €xpression, however subtle and 
pe tar It may be, are in abundance. Some words and 
xpressions are rare and not found even in Hindi says 


George Grierson that is why it is wi 
7 t > 
everybody. y lt is within easy reach of 


If the Bhojpuri culture and language in the Gangetic 


belt has resisted as well 
as abso ads 
words from Awadhi such as Tbed Muslim influences, 
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Creole and other influences in Mauritius? Likewise in 
Surinam, the language of the Bhojpurias is known as 
Surnami and has absorbed a number of Dutch words. 


Although lesser people speak Bhojpuri today 
compared to the older days, yet it continues to be present 
in our consciousness. A few years ago, Dev Virasawmy, 
pioneer and promoter of Creole as a language, then MLA 
` at the Legislative Assembly exclaimed (1971) in one of the 
Assembly sessions, “Nach na jane angan tehra” meaning 
“if we cannot dance, one does not blame the ground for its 
unevenness!” He also introduced the word chokra (boys) 
in the Assembly. This word was used in the immigration 
period for young (Bhojpuri) gang workers. He addressed 
the MLA’s of Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam’s party as 
“Chacha’s chokras”! And regularly in the Mauritian Press 
one comes across such expressions as “Maja karo 
Gouvernement” (A Government of revellers). During the 
general elections of December 1995, a poster carrying the 
ex-Prime Minister, Sir Anerood Jugnauth’s picture was 
posted all around Mauritius with the caption “Jugnauth ke 
anth” meaning “the end of Jugnauth”. 


The following extract from L'Express of Sunday 14 
November 1999, page 10 reflects the latest array of 
Bhojpuri words in the Press, especially so far as food is 
concerned. 


“Dholl puri/Rotee outlet” 
“Gâteau piment/samoussa outlet” 
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“The katless shop” 

“Chutney and achard bar” 
“Briani degh” j 
“The curry shop” 

“Gâteau moutaye/kulfi shop” 
“Alouda la mousse glacé” 


The following statement is borrowed from 
agriculture. “Karo mein piti piti piment plantal ba”. 
(Small varieties of chilli are planted in the field. Karo is 
derived from carreau (French) - one square or plot of land. 
The influence of Bhojpuri language on Creole and the 
borrowing from Creole is a process that is known to 
linguists. For example “Difé dans lanka” - (Fire has 
spread over Lanka). This is a transposition of Bhojpuri 
tradition taken from the Ramayana, the episode in which 
Hanuman had set Lanka ablaze. It is acommon term now 
used by Mauritians in general. In Mauritian parlance, it 
means “there is great trouble around.” 


“Karai chaud” meaning “I’m in great difficulty” or 
“I have not a single pie” is taken from “carahi garam ba”. 


A jazz group from South Africa on tour in Mauritius 
was advertised as “Jalsa Jazz”. 


Words like jalsa, gamat, tamassa are also found in 
Creole. The word batcharas from becharas (the poor 
= used pejoratively now, is common in Creole. Nimak 
wa AA sbetrayer) is often used, by 
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katadah aaa babahan hahahaha abab abaa baana aaa baa naba ab badhak aaa aaa aana aa aa A NANA GANG AGA GA A AKA 


politicians to decry turncoats as traitors or deserters. 
Faratas from parathas, roti pronounced rotchi (Creole) 
bajjyas from bhajiyas, besan, samoussa, kuchia are from 
food vocabulary. 


Paissa naiba (no money) is taken from the well- 
known popular song created by the Mauritius Bhojpuri 
Institute’s signal song “Pani Nai Ba” (no water, a protest 
song composed in 1982). It is interesting to see the 
evolution of a language that was derived from such a vast 
region as the Bhojpuri belt transplanted in a hostile, alien 
environment with a dominant culture and administration, 
so far away from home, and which nevertheless developed 
its own standard pattern that is essentially Mauritian in 
character. Over a period of 165 years, it has developed 
intrinsic Mauritian characteristics which have penetrated 
the oral traditions such as folksongs as well. 


A sentence spoken in Creole by Mauritians of 
Bhojpuri background would illustrate well the impact of 
Bhojpuri on Creole : “Améne to tharia, lota ek kapur nou 
pou alle faire puja dans mandil”. “Bring your plate 
(ritual), lota (copper jug for offering water), and Kapur 
(camphor). We are going to perform puja at the Mandir 
(temple). Note the Lin place of r. The transformation from 
Land ris common in the Bhojpuri regions of India as well, 
hence “mandir” is pronounced as “Mandil”. 


In the Bhojpuri homes a distinction is often made 
between “ghar ke roti” and boutik ke roti”. Ghar ke roti is 
home-made parathal/roti and pain maison is bread sold in 
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the shops/grocery (boutik- borrowed from French 
boutique). There was a time when elders in the family 
would not eat “boutik ke roti” because it was baked 
outside the home and was thus impure. Several families 
continue to this day to prepare daily parathas and if not 
daily at least quite frequently. Sima mein tourou ba, dan 
bore dan bore chala (there are potholes on the road, walk 
by the side) - This is an example of Mauritian Bhojpuri 
which would not be comprehensible in the least bit to 
Bhojpurias of the Bihar/U.P. area. But to Mauritians, it is 
very much Bhojpuri. Chemin (French) simein in (Creole) 
has become siman in Mauritian Bhojpuri. This is far from 
the Indian siman meaning border! Tourou is derived from 
trou (French) meaning hole: There are potholes in the 
road. The term “purwa sakhi”, proving who is right in an 
argument comes from the French term “prouver c’est 
qui”. 

As the Bhojpurias made Mauritius their home, the 
second generation and succeedingly the new generations 
were gradually cut off from the original language patterns 
and vocabulary. The Bhojpurias did not have such a wide 
Tange of material belongings back home, nor did these 
material aspects like furniture, new food system and 
modem gadgets exist in that vocabulary. Instead of 
allowing the language to die, they have borrowed from 
Gass terms, idioms and vocabulary and interiorised 
ee lekan 

- phoner karat ba”. “He or she is on 


the telephone”. - 
phone’. What they had as furniture were khattia 
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which was replaced by Zilia (from French Ze lit), the bed, 
charpai (4 legged one), kharpas (wooden slippers), 
handia-bartan (utensils). Tables did not exist in the 
Bhojpuri culture, so they borrowed from French la table 
and made it “la tabwa”. 


Indian doctors are at a loss to understand their 
patients : “Tension ba”- denoting “high blood/low blood 
pressure. “Attaque ho gail” - “has got a stroke ”, and 
“diabète ba” - I am suffering from diabetis”; “malade 
hain” ‘I’m ill”! 


The older generations could not pronounce names 
such as Curepipe, Mahebourg, Rivière du Rempart, 
Rivière des Anguilles. These were Bhojpuriased thus : 
Turpit, Mahepur, Nadia Garam Par, La bar jangut. 
Boucoup douk - is the transfer of dukh (Bhojpuri) in Creole 
to denote it’s very bad - dukh (suffering). Terms like 
“matia gail” (he has kept quiet over the matter, in French, 
Passer sous silence), has no similar compelling 
equivalence in European languages or in Creole. The term 
malang in Creole on the other hand, is probably derived 
from the Bhojpuri/Hindi word maleen meaning dirty, 
impure. Other words from the food traditions like chali 
for milk cream, maar cooked rice water have entered the 
Creole vocabulary. Dahi meaning curd is now a trade 
mark for the commercialised product of yogurt by a 
Mauritian firm. Likewise, the word ata for flour also has 
become a commercial trade mark. 
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Certain terms to denote relatives have no eguivalence 
in European languages. Therefore, these words have 
entered Mauritian Creole e.g “mo fine all cote mo mamou” 
I’ve been to my maternal uncle’s place”. Words like 
chacha, didi, dada, dadi, nana, nani, bhawji (brother’s 
wife) are very commonly used. Maraz for Maharaj i.e. the 
priest is used in Creole and Marazine for Maharajine (the 
priest’s wife). Captan is derived from English captain, 
meaning the boss. Captanine is used for the boss’s wife. 
Bhai (brother) has entered Creole as “bai”, Bahine (sister 
as Baine (pejorative). Pulia is used to denote weightage of 
gandia leaves. The term gandia itself is Bhojpuri. The 
word godi meaning lap is also generally used in Creole. 


Nowadays boys use the term “mo pe alle chakké” 
I'm going for a round - The word chakke is derived from 
chakkar - signifying round. If nissa signifying 
drunkenness has entered Creole, on the other hand 
“souler” from soulard (drunk) has entered Bhojpuri! 
“Ego soular ha” meaning “he is a drunkard”. “Pran jaye 
par vachan na jaye” taken from the Ramayana and 
translated in Creole as “Parole donnée parole sacrée” is 
used by politicians to denote a well-concluded pact on a 


word of honour usually for their coalition purposes! Alas, 
the word is not kept! 
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babah baa aaa aaa aaa aba aaa a akak a aaa aab aka aha a aa a a KAN TI TAA PARAGA, 


7 | Folk Literature and Folklore 


Mauritius has a rich tradition of folklore and folk 
songs despite its short history of just a few centuries and 
undoubtedly, the Bhojpuri folk songs constitute some of its 
richest treasures. Bhojpuri folk songs may be related to:- 


(a) Sanskar geet -sacraments 

(b) Ritu - seasons 

(c) Parva aur tyohar - festivals and fasts 

(d) Shram geet - work and labour 

(e) Anya geet - various unclassified songs (K. 
Upadhyaya 1988:20) 


Bhojpuri Songs 


If the Bhojpuri tradition has remained alive and 
manifests itself in all aspects of life of the Bhojpurias in 
Mauritius, both tangible and intangible, the religious 
values and the “passage of rites”, customs and traditions, 
folk songs have been invariably a resilient and forceful 
Sustaining element. 
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Bhojpuri folk songs vaty in texture, style and rhythm. 
All that contributes to the culture of the people is 
beautifully depicted in the songs. There was a time when 
Bhojpuri songs were considered ganwar (rustic). Today, 
thanks to the efforts of the village tradition bearers, the 
custodians of oral literature who have transmitted these 
songs from generation to generation, and, the Mahatma 
Gandhi Institute and the Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute, 
Bhojpuri traditional songs continue to be a living vibrant 
cultural presence in Mauritius. 


Bhojpuri marriage songs from Mauritius may be 
classified in four groups. 


1. Those that retain the original characteristics of songs 
brought by earlier waves of immigrants. 


2. Those that retained the tune and substance, but have 
imbibed local colour as a result of juxtaposition with other 
cultures, and also because a new wave of immigrants 
assimilated with the new generations of Indo-Mauritians 


who had lost touch with their original customs and 
traditions. 


3. Those that have been amalgamated in lyrics and 
tunes, but have nonetheless preserved their essence 


4. Those that b 
. e . 
NE long to present generations of 
auritians who have created the; 
Mauriti aes their own songs from 
auritian Bhojpuri, but are still b ; 
ased, to a certain extent 
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on the traditional songs in style and essence, with varying 
tunes and lyrics. “Some singers are creative, they like to 
improve and elaborate on a tune. More frequently, singers 
are forgetful and delete material from a song,” says Bruno 
Nettl in an essay on the music of the folk songs (Coffin 
1968:141. When a tune is passed from one country to 
another and especially after 165 years of historical 
separation, there are bound to be some changes and 
distortions. Thus, the folk singers have improvised upon 
the traditional heritage and created their own repertoire 
with a Mauritian colouring and flavour, often with Creole 
words ingrained in it. 


Folk songs 


Various songs have been composed at different times 
based on the same traditional structure of Indian Bhojpuri 
jhumars. These are protest songs and reflect the 
commitment of the people to the social cause. These songs 
known as chansons engagées mirror the gripping realities 
of the time. They have inevitably found their way into the 
singing sessions associated with marriage occasions in 
Mauritius. These songs reflect the whole spectrum of 
Mauritian society and life - the local social pattern, 
religious tenets, the socio-economic and political fabric of 


society. 


Each village has at least one if not several traditional 
women group singers who sing on marriage occasions. 
While the priests chant the Vedic hymns, the women sing 
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a! 
KA aah 


in chorus about the different aspects of marriage. They 
sing “jhumars” accompanied by women, only women 
dancing in a circle. Several other types of songs exist for 
each rite and occasion of marriage such as haldi, 
kanyadan, matkor (digging of earth ceremony), lawa 
millai, tilak, sindurdan, kohbar, bidai ceremony. The 
Bhojpuri marriage songs carry a number of messages 
which are highly symbolic in nature. They are amorphous 
in essence, expressing moods and depict the aesthetics of 
life as well. The modern interpreters have borrowed 
heavily from tradition and brought about a beautiful blend 
between tradition and modernity by recreating old songs 
on modern electronic musical Systems. They have 
produced songs on more contemporary issues. 


Tribute is paid here to these Custodians of our 
traditions. Generations of women tradition bearers have 
kept alive ancient traditions in their memory and kanth, 
(throat). These songs are profound in meaning, have a rich 
cultural timbre and have a lofty literary Significance as 


Sandhya or Geet Gawai 


I have made mention of th 


s is aspect of wo ingi 


detail i 
stail in my book “Kanya 
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Dan, the Why's of Hindu Marriage Rituals”. But I feel it 
important to add a few lines here on this lively 
manifestation of Bhojpuri folk tradition in Mauritius. Of 
all the traditions, this is the one that has the greatest 
resilience which has enabled it to persist into the next 
century despite rapid changes in environmental 
surroundings and life styles of the Bhojpurias. The geet 
gawai or singing session on the eves of marriages and 
performed to create auspiciousness are known as sandhya 
in honour of the Goddess of Light invoking her to bless the 
marriage entourage, principally the bride, bridegroom and 
the families involved on the whole so that all goes well. 
They have their origins in the Gathas, ritual songs 
mentioned in the Rigveda. 


Sandhya songs reflect the importance of evening 
prayer in the Hindu way of life. Formerly, and even to this 
day, every evening, the lady of the house lights an earthen 
lamp to welcome Sandhya (the Goddess of evening) at 
sunset. 


“Sanjh. bhaile 
Sanjha ghar ghar ghume 
Ke mora sanjh 
Manayo ji”. 


“Evening is around (dusk) 
And the goddess of twilight is roaming 
From house to house, waiting to be 
Revered.” 
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In eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, the sandhya songs 
are sung both in the morning and the evening. The 
morning songs known as parati from pratah meaning 
morning are no longer in existence in Mauritius. “The first 
lamp in the pre-electricity days was always lit in honour of 
the Goddess of Light. 


After the sandhya songs, other songs are offered to 
other gods and goddesses after which the jhumar songs of 
faster rhythms and beats are sung. 


Jhumar 


The jhumar is a typical Bhojpuri song of gaiety sung 
on festive occasions. The Bhojpuri jhumars, derived from 
jhumna, meaning swinging, are vigorous and full of life. 
The songs that accompany the dance by the same name are 
sweet and melodious. Some are hilarious and humorous in 
essence, others erotic in mood. The jhumar songs are sung 
after a round of sandhya, devta, devi, sumiran and 
mahadev songs. The women dance as they sing to the tune 
of the dholak, lota beaten with two coins or spoons, an 
improvised music item and these days beating of two flat 
pieces of wood together to replace the kartal, sometimes 
also using the duff. The tradition of giving dowlat jada 
(giving money to dancers) is not prevalent nowadays as in 
the early decades of this century. 


Many jhumars s i i i 
3 ar yj mars sung during wedding occasions reflect 
e political situation of the moment. Singers take the 
names of the politicians of the day. 
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“Jugnauth je bole Vacoas hamar ba 
Ham boli la Mahabharat hamar ba 
Boodhoo je bole Belle Terre hamar ba 
Ham boli la Mahabharat hamar ba ; 
Navin (Ramgoolam) je bole gouvernment hamar ba 
Ham boli la Mahabharat hamar ba” 


“Jugnauth (Sir Anerood) former Prime Minister, says 
that Vacoas is mine (he lives in Vacoas), but we say that 
Mahabharat is ours (we are the inheritors of the cultural 
ethos of Mahabharat or we are from Bharat) 


Boodhoo (Harish Boodhoo, former Deputy Prime 
Minister) says that Belle Terre is mine but we say that 
Mahabharat is ours . 


Navin (Dr. Navinchandra Ramgoolam, the Prime 
Minister) says that it is my Government but we say that 
Mahabharat is ours ...” 


Gamat 


The gamat, enjoyment Or entertainment, is 
traditionally associated with the hardi night. In the old 
days, known as mehphil in the Bhojpuri belt, the gamat 
served to entertain the barat or marriage party which used 
to spend one or two nights at the bride’s residence. In the 
immigration period, and the early decades of this century, 
dancing girls were hired for the occasion. Only men took 
part in the gamat as participants Or audience. The women 
folk remained indoors, but they could not resist the 
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temptation of peeping now and then. They, however had 
their own repertoire. Some of the notables vied with each 
other to give the highest token of money to the dancers, in 
a bid to impress the gathering. This was also practiced in 
the Bhojpuri belt. There were poetry recitals and even 
literary discourses. The singers generally take great care in 
composing their songs. They compose and set their own 
lyrics or contact a Guru. Freeman Lagare, veteran gamat 
singer, talks with reverence of having sat at the feet of his 
Guru to learn Hindi and to compose songs. Late Pandit 
Jugdish Sharma of d’Epinay, a primary school teacher and 
practising and eminent respected Hindu priest, told me that 
he used to compose songs for famous gamat singers such 
as Sachidanand and others. 


At that time few people had a radio and the television 
had not yet appeared in Mauritian homes. People travelled 


on bicycles or walked long distances to attend a gamat 
session. 


The gamat singer usually sings to the accompaniment 
of a harmonium and a set of tablas. This style of singing 
is popular in Trinidad and Tobago, Surinam, South Africa, 
Guyana, Fiji and the Netherlands among the Bhojpurias. It 


is also popular in the Bhojpuri belt. The dancing girls are 
usually men dressed as women. 


The sawal-jawab is a spec; 
night. It is co pecial feature of the gamat 


mmonly k 
y known as the crochet style of 
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singing in Mauritius. Two singers engage themselves in a 
question and answer bout of songs composed on the spot. 
Two tables are placed in the pavilion. Each singer and his 
tabla player takes up the challenge to the enjoyment of the 
audience. Sawal-Jawab has come from the Bhojpuri belt 
itself. The Hindi term is “jugal bandi”. These poetic 
compositions are a rich contribution to our oral tradition. 
Since the gamat singers have to be resourceful, they made 
it a point of learning Hindi to be able to draw on the 
literature, the Ramayana and other religious scriptures as 
inspiration for their compositions. 


Some of the best known gamat singers are © 
Sachidanand of Bambous, Jeewan Dawasing of Pailles, 
Hurryduth Mooneeram, Rishi Dev Rambally, Pardooman 
‘chanteur’, Jwala chanteur, Lallah Jankee. The late Siven 
Chinien, Ramesh Santokee, Gyan Moheepath of St Pierre, 
Sona Noyan, Rudraduth Pokun, Basant, Louis Freeman 
Lagare are other singers among the best remembered. 
Individuals like the late Preeaduth Mewasing, the Gowree 
brothers have contributed immensely in maintaining the 
flow of tradition. 


Moder interpreters such as Meera Mohun, Ravin 
Sowamber and his singers of the Baja Baje Boys group 
formerly known as the Bhojpuri Boys seek to give a new 
flavour to traditional songs. Preeaduth Mewasing created 
the Indo-Mauritian Folklore Troupe in the late fifties. He 
collected and popularised some four or five very old but 
popular songs that people had forgotten. These were: 
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(1) Jar gayi re mousay maness ke moolwa 
-(2) Karamjaroo re damadwa 

(3) Ooth phajir ke lapelle parjana 

(4) Gari mor roko na ho raseeya 


Later on he composed a few of his own like banane, 
banane aya re; jab ham gaili ek ladki dekhan ke. These 
became overnight hits. The most popular has been “Da 
tohar hanth, la hamar hanth, hanthon me hanth” (Give me 
your hand, take my hand, hand in hand) a song on national 
integration rendered equally by him in Creole as a sega 
“Donne to la main, prend mo la main, la main dans la 
main”. Some 4000 records were sold, a record sale for that 
time in 1965. 


Traditional Bhojpuri songs are sung at the birth rites 
of chatti (six day bath ceremony of mother and child) and 
barhi (twelve days of ceremonial bath) known as lalnas 
and sohars, The khelawnas are another variety of sohar 
on the same theme. They depict the family environment, 
the new child’s entry into the family, the joy of his arrival, 
the pranks among the family members, Bhojpuri songs are 
also sung on the occasion of the janeo or yagyopavitra 
ceremony (the thread giving ceremony) or at the mundan 


a E - the ceremony of the first tonsure of the 
Ç iJ 


The patheti jpuri j i 
e p thetic Bhojpuri Songs known as jatsar sung in 
e old days of grinding pulses and frai b i 
ee grains by daughters-in- 
aw on the grinding stone still persist, 
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Folk songs on the seasons are also available. Holi 
more commonly known as Phagua derived from Phalgun 
is the month when spring starts in India, and there is a riot 
of colours in nature. Songs are also sung on that occasion, 
the spring festival par ercellence. In Guyana, Surinam and 
Trinidad, the festival of Holi is actually known as Phagua. 
and decreted a public holiday. Songs such as chowtal, hori, 
sumiran, dhamar are sung. In fact, in Mauritius as in the 
Bhojpuri belt in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, what is known as 
tal thonkna (give the beat) starts as from Vasant Panchami, 
40 days before Holi itself takes place. These songs are 
sung on a daily basis in the evening in the baithka. 


In the drought period of November to February, the 
summer season in Mauritius, women sing the “harparawri 
songs' invoking Indra, the God of Rain to bless us with 
rain. In 1999, when we witnessed the worst drought 
season for over fifty years, women groups all over 
Mauritius sang harparawri to appeal to the God of Rain. 


Gopal Gadi is a teasing and mocking satirical song 
intended to taunt the bridegroom’s party and not meant to 
be taken seriously. These songs provide an important 
medium of socialisation, no offense is meant or taken by 
the bridegroom’s party. At the end of the singing, the 
bridegroom’s father or his elder brother must give a token 
of money known as neg to the singing women before they 
leave. 
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The most important feature of Bhojpuri folklore is 
that it serves to reflect the joys and SOITOWS, the tears and 
laughter of the ordinary people. The ever-recurring themes 
refer to the social, religious and family life of the common 
man. The tradition is old and unbroken. 


Protest songs such as “Moussay Manes ke mulwa 
(from French moulin) jargaille (Mr Manes's sugar factory 
has been burnt down) reflect the agitation on the sugar- 
cane fields in protest of the oppression of the plantocracy. 
Such songs as “pani nai ba - theres a dearth of water, 
symbolise a protest against the shortage of adeguate water 
supply. Such Bhojpuri songs have been composed and 
interpreted locally to reflect the local environment and 
socio-economic and political moods. “Birhas” caste 
songs sung normally by the Ahir caste groups (cowherds) 
are derived from Viraha as an expression of grief at 
parting. They are of very ancient traditions in the Bhojpuri 
belt. One of the last birha singers in Mauritius survived 


till mid 1999. Alha Uddal, Vijaymal, war ballads, are still 
remembered. 


At the beginning of this century, the Shivnaraini sect 
andiKab i Panthi were quite popular as in the rural areas in 
iea Bhojpuri belt. The Sabd Granth Vilas of Kabir in 
Kaithi manuscript could be available here and even read by 
T ae Ramyead 1985: 39). The Sabd singing 
re Sete = is still prevalent in the Bhojpuri belt to 
== zA at the time of funeral processions. 
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mixtures of many dialects as he used to move extensively 
from one place to another and more especially Bhojpuri. 
These dohas of Kabir are sung to accompany the “dead” 
on their last journey to the “antyesthi” sanskar. In the 
beginning, the Indian immigrants were not allowed to 
cremate their dead. Recourse had to be taken to burial 
according to Ķabir Panthi tradition. 


Some of the Bhojpuri songs in particular the jhumars, 
also mention certain prevalent customs in Hindu society, 
like dahej (dowry). 


“Hansi hansi puche la 
Dulha ke dadi 
Ke nati ka tohra milal dahej 
Marwa: mein milal dadi 
Kanya Kumari 
Kohbar mein milal dahej” 


“Laughingly, Dadi (grandmother) 
Asks the bridegroom 
Grandson, what did you receive as dowry 
In the pavilion (he replies) I got a Kanya (virgin) 
bride 
In the kohbar (marriage chamber) I got dowry 
(dahej)” 


These marriage songs and other types of living 
Bhojpuri songs in Mauritius are profound, with ee 
cultural values and have a lofty literary significance an 


may be described as the “hidden culture” of Mauritius. 
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Inspired from the ancient Hindu scriptures such as the 
Puranas and the Vedas, they continue to nurture and 
nourish our rich ancestral heritage in an unbroken 
tradition. The saying of Dr Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, a great 
Hindi literary figure hailing from the Bhojpuri belt, that the 
village people continually receive a smattering Of higher 
knowledge through Puranic tales, songs and dances, is 
egually true of Mauritius as the villages of India. 


Bhojpuri Games 


Various games from the Bhojpuri region have given a 
healthy respite to children in the dark days of oppression. 
Today these games are still remembered. We revived these 
games in a ballet produced in 1982. They are also 
available on cassette. Lullabies in Bhojpuri, too, are an 
integral part of the Mauritian Bhojpuri tradition. 


“Oka Boka Tin to loka 
Lawa lathi chanan katey 
Chanan mein ka ba 
Jal bijal pan phul 
Hay dariya pachkadey” 


“Tati tati puriya 

Gheew mein chaboriya 
Ham khayi ki bhowji khai 
Bhowji potarangiya 
Dhar kan mamoriya.” 


Th 
ese games create a &roup dynamism in the children 


involved in the a 

play. They Play this game in ci 

<a ae In circles. There 
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is a sense of sharing and participation, a verbal and tactile 
communication is established. There is rhythm, music and 
entertainment as well. A community feeling and great 
delight emerges in the whole group. These games could be 
introduced at the pre-primary level. 
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S| The Bhojpuri Folk Religion 


From time immemorial people have gathered for 
mass prayers, to offer thanksgiving and propitiate the 
Gods. They have held religious festivals with music, song 
and dance. In the Vedic period, at harvest time, festivities 
were held in honour of the Gods with feasting, dancing and 
music. People worshipped the Sun - God and the Fire-God 
and made offerings to them of what they harvested from 
their fields including the soma rasa. People of the Vedic 
Age offered worship and hymns to Varuna, the Ocean God, 
to data, the God of Rain. After offering this soma rasa, 
(the divine juice), men and women joined together in 
dancing and singing songs selected from the Sama Veda in 
honour of these Gods and thus Spent the day in great 
rejoicing. As society became more refined and advanced 
in culture and grew in size, these Vedic festivities gathered 


in splendour and were 
grandeur. celebrated with greater pomp and 


This tradition of the Vedic 
the ages in an unbroken tradi 
Society and movements of pe 


era has percolated down 


tion despite the progress of 
ople. 
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The complex fabric of Bhojpuri life and culture with 
its historic background drawing from the hoary past 
presents a wide array of rites, ceremonies, customs and 
institutions which defy even the attempts of 
anthropologists at simplification. 


For the Hindu, all the affairs of life are directly or 
indirectly connected with religion. And this fundamental 
principle permeates the lives of all linguistic groups of the 
Hindu fold. Thus Bhojpuri traditions are invariably 
manifested through the folk religion. 


The devotion to Shiva and his worship is broad-based 
in the hearts of the Bhojpurias. Somehow or other it has 
come to be generally believed that of all the Gods, Shiva 
is the most easily propitiated and pleased to grant the 
desire of his devotees. This plea is amply made in the Ram 
Charit Manas of Tulsidas which directed the lives of 
Indian immigrants since their arrival here. 


Maha Shivaratri, the great night of Shiva has 
assumed an undeniable Mauritian identity and colour. Not 
only Shiva but his wife Parvati and sons Ganesh and 
Kartikeya have been brought along in the national 
consciousness of the Bhojpurias. Kartikeya is the 
favourite especially of the Tamil-speaking Hindus who 
venerate him as Muruga, while Ganesh is more popular 
among the Marathis. 
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The Bhojpurias arriving in Mauritius built small 
temples dedicated to Shiva which they called Shivalaya, 
the abode of Shiva, no doubt out of their meagre savings. 
These Shivalayas also housed other deities such as Ram, 
Sita, Krishna, Vishnu, Durga etc. In the colonial days of 
oppression, injustice and humiliation, the immigrants and 
their descendants looked to Shiva and Hanuman to ease 
their lot. 


Hence, Shiva as the redeemer and great Mahadev, 
Devon ke Dev, - the greatest of the Gods, the Supreme - 
responded to the pleas and supplications of immigrants 
implanted in an alien soil. 


During the Maha Shivaratri festival, or other 
processions as for Murti Sthapanas, installation of idols 
ceremonies, pictures of Shiva are fixed on cars with 
loudspeakers emitting cassettes of devotional songs 
particularly extolling the greatness of Lord Shiva. The 
radio and T.V. also broadcast special programmes and 
provide live coverage. These are no doubt a modern 
electronic multi-media projection of the original Vedic 
tradition relayed to Mauritius, through the Bhojpuri 
tradition of worship of Shiva as practised in the Bhojpuri 
belt. Calendars of gods and goddesses are hung in people’s 
homes side by Side with pictures of film stars. 


When the immigrants became free from their five 
ee Wa and preferred to settle in Mauritius rather 
(0) 1 i . 
£0 back to India, either because of financial problems 
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or because of better pastures here they started recreating 
their village environment. The first thing that they thought 
about after setting up their baithka was the construction of 
temples. Shiva.and Hanuman being their favourite gods, 
they dedicated their shivalayas to them. Today all the 
temples of the Sanatani Dharma are known as shivalayas, 
irrespective of the deity who predominates. 


The first temples that started to appear were 
(1) 1867 - Gokhoola - Shiv Awaitari Temple 
(2) 1867 - Bois Pignolet 
(3) 1881 - Laventure j 
(4) 1885 - La Caverne Vacoas 
(5) 1885 - Triolet - Maheswarnath Temple 
(6) 1897 - Crêve Coeur 


Subsequently other temples sprang up in other parts of the 
country. The Maheswarnath temple at Triolet is one of the 
most splendid Mauritian temples with motifs, colours and 
designs from the Bhojpuri areas reflected in the art forms 
and layout. Of course, the Bhojpurias have their own 
Istadeo, (personal deity), Kuldeo, family God installed in a 
room or corner of a room in their residence known as 


Deoghar (the abode of God). 


Today there are two hundred and iwentypseyen 
temples in Mauritius and one in Rodrigues. These are 
administered under the supervision of the Mauritius 
Sanatan Dharma Temples Federation. 
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According to Dr. Udaynarain Tiwari, the proximity 
of Ayodhya and the teachings of Ram Charit Manas have 
to a great extent been responsible for the adoption of Ram, 
and his most loyal devotee Hanuman, in Bihar, particularly 
the Bhojpuri belt. 


“Vir Bhojpuriyan ka Mahavir Hanuman ki or 
vishesh akarshan swabhavik hey” (The special attraction 
of the brave and courageous Bhojpurias for Mahavir - 
Hanuman is but natural.) 


Hanuman is a Bhojpuri God par excellence. In 
Mauritius, Hanuman became the symbol of courage and 
strength for the battered immigrants. As they came back to 
the gloom of their huts, Hanuman gave solace to them. 
Thus he was known as Mahavir Swami, the valiant one. 


A common sight in Mauritius is the red jhandi (flag) 
of Hanuman floating in front of Sanatani Hindu houses, on 
a long bamboo pole pitched near Hanuman’s shrine or 
chabutra. The bamboo pole with a red flag is renewed 
annually on Hanuman Jayanti (Hanuman Day) known as 
“Dwaja Orahan” - changing the flag, a sign of renewal. 
Throughout the Bhojpuri belt one sees the jhandi floating 
in honour of Hanuman. This visible aspect of the Bhojpuri 
folk religion is also manifestly present in Trinidad and 
Tobago, in South Africa, Guyana and Surinam. 


In the immigration period, Hanuman was installed 


on alit i SES a 
tle stone with an earthen lamp lit in his honour in the 
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eastern part of the compound. Gradually, as the material 
and economic situation of the Bhojpurias improved so did 
Hanuman’s abode. From simple stone, he was given a 
small concrete cove. Today, beautiful miniature temples 
are elaborately and ritually decorated. The stone has given 
way to locally made or imported murthis in marble. As the 
Bhojpurias now acquire or build a double-storeyed house, 
Hanuman’s “status” too has gained significantly. In many 
homes, Hanuman now sits high upon the balcony, with his 
bamboo flagpost carrying his red banner. This 
phenomenon is equally noticeable in South Africa, 
Trinidad and Tobago, Surinam and Guyana. In Trinidad 
and Tobago, in fact, several coloured flags are flown in 
_ honour of other deities and the planets. 


I wonder what would have been the fate of the lone 
Indian immigrant without Hanuman. 


Kalimai 


Another interesting visual aspect of the Bhojpuri 
folk religious tradition is the Kalimai. If Shiva was 
invoked to give energy and Hanuman to give strength, 
Kalimai was invoked to protect the village. 


The mother protectress was also installed in the 
epithets of Sapta Matrika influence of Tantrism. She is 
also known as the Sato Bahini (the Seven Sisters). This 


term is recurrent in Bhojpuri songs. 
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“kanch pitar wa ke dalbhar sonara 
Nupur baje jhan jhan kar 
Lehu na sato bahani apan asan 
Aaj mora beti ke biya ha” 


“The brass and glass vessels are full of gold 
The nupur (bells) are ringing (as there is dancing 
and feasting). 
Please take your (revered) seat seven sisters, 
Today is my daughter s auspicious wedding 
occasion” 


Every village has a Kalimai. The lone traveller 
crossing the forests and jungles had to secure himself 
against all sorts of fears. 


A streak of vermilion (sindur) sanctified the worker 
in a field and he felt tuned to the Infinite. Earlier 
consecrated in seven earthen mounds in a row with a 
separate mound for Bhairav, today the Kalimai usually 
under a “neem” or peepal tree is in concrete form. Today, 
the Mauritius Sanatan Dharma Temples Federation has 
upgraded the Kalimai shrines to the level of temples and 
given administrative recognition (for grant purposes) tO 
some seventy-five Kali Mata Temples. 


Bahariya Puja 


a F SY Mother Goddess was propitiated through 
the Bahariya Puja where goat sacrifice was offered. Funds 
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were raised in the community and food was cooked there 
itself, and eaten there by the community. 


It was not meant to be taken away. 


A manti, a secret vow was made invoking Mai’s 
intervention. 


The concept of Mother worship exists in several 
civilisations. The mother is tender, affectionate and 
protects the one who can go and open his or her heart to 
her. It no doubt originated from the Indus valley 
civilisation. Today goat sacrifice has almost been 
discarded for good. In its place at the Durga Nawmi Puja 
celebration, a variety of gourd is anointed and cut by the 
head of the family (male) performing the puja - a 
symbolical gesture of offering animal sacrifice therefore 
still persists. 


There are various other aspects in the Bhojpuria’s 
life that are also manifested as part of the folk religion and 


practice. 
“Mata” (Mother) - Measles 


Here in Bhojpuri families, measles is referred to as 
“Mata nikhlal ba”. The house has to be kept clean and 
pure. The whole family has to undergo a vegetarian 
regime. The patient is often bathed with water mixed with 


turmeric paste and ‘neem’ leaves. 
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During that period the householders abstain from 
sex and other activities considered improper for the 
Mother. For Mata is an epithet of Devi or Shitala Mata, 


Goddess of small pox. 
And her favourite abode is the neem tree. 


On the day of the Mata dhukaria i.e when offering 
would be made for the complete removal of the Mata, the 
mother of the patient, however progressive and however 
modern she may be in her outlook undergoes the whole 
tradition of pacifying Mata as has been performed for 
generations. She prepares seven betel leaf plates of soaked 
grams with sugar and offers them in seven places 
(symbolical for the Sato bahani (seven sisters) one to each 
sister. She applies sindur on the leaf, and then lights a 
camphor. She gives chak - sort of syrup concocted with 
Sugar, cardamon, cloves crushed with one hand and mixed 
with some water to each sister. And then she pours the 
shirni or syrup. She then gor lago (prostrates) in front of 
the Seven sisters to each offering prasad which she 
afterwards distributes to family members. The prasad is 


meant to be eaten outside the house, so that the disease 
does not enter the house again. 


Bramsthan, Abode of Bram Baba 


This is an old Bhojpuri tradition which is alive in 
quite a few places in Mauritius. Bram is a spirit that needs 
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to be propitiated and should not be confused with Brahma, 
one of the Hindu Trinity. 


One such Bramsthan exists at Marie Jeannie, Rose 
Belle, near the sugar estate. On the left hand side just as 
one enters Rose Belle from Curepipe, there is an old 
temple known as the Triamkeswar Temple. It has a Devi 
Mandir over a hundred years old, a Di and Sayer Shrine 
and just near the road a Baram shrine. People come from 
all over Mauritius to offer prayers here. 


The legend goes that many years ago during the 
immigration period a worker had been crushed under the 
factory machinery. His spirit had not been appeased and 
therefore it kept roaming freely about. Others say that 
somebody had committed suicide and there would be fire 
from place to place in the estate camp as the spirit would 
move about. To satiate it, a puja was performed and Bram 
the spirit was appeased. The fire went out. The notable 
families of the village contributed to make a shrine in his 
honour. Actually Bram is a folk god. In Bihar too, there 
is a similar story. Ganesh Chaubey, in Folk Gods of Bihar, 
says that this spirit Bram has nothing to do with Brahma 
A white flag is raised in his honour. Chaubey says It is 
said that a brahman or bhumiyar (caste o5 land owning 
brahmin) died by burning himself and is ganea and 
workshipped as Brahma.” This story strikes = 
remarkable parallel to the story told about the Bram baba 
at Rose Belle. 
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This story must have travelled and found its way in 
Mauritian Bhojpuri folk religion. In several places there 
are shrines dedicated to Bram Baba. One can be seen on 
the way to Quartier Militaire from St Pierre. One village 
is known as Bramsthan in Flacq as is also a region in 
Triolet. 


Mauritius is soaked in Bhojpuri traditions. Other 
popular lesser deities are Di BaBa and Sayer. They are 
mentioned in most Bhojpuri songs sung by women, who 
add at the end of their repertoire “Bhulal chukal ke maf 
kariya, di Sayer Baba’’. Forgive us for all those whom we 
have forgotten or not mentioned in our invocation such as 
Di, Sayer. Di being a small village or deserted place, and 
Di Baba is the guardian of the village or abandoned 
village, and the term jhainjhain signifies a feeling of awe, 


and darkness surrounding the place arousing fear in the 
traveller. 


Ghora Baba at Bois Chéri, Queen Victoria and other 
Places invoke the period of travel by chariot and horse 
Carriages. Fodder in the form of a sugar cane leaf plucked 


from the nearby field was offered to the Spirit of the horses 
that died on the road. 


Ramayana Singing 


z Mauritius is renowned as the country of the 
amayana. The Bhojpurias attached a great importance to 
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the Ram Charit Manas of the medieval Hindi poet saint 
Tulsidas, which they had brought along with them from the 
Bhojpuri belt. Indeed, these early manuscripts were copied 
locally in Kaithi script prevalent at the time in Bihar, in 


lieu of Devanagri script. Some copies are also available in 
Oriya and in Bengali. 


The Ram Charit Manas is written in Awadhi, a sister 
language close to Bhojpuri, and an earlier form of Hindi. 
The Ramayana is ingrained in the Hindu consciousness 
throughout the Hindu diaspora, be it in India, Indonesia, 
Bali, Sumatra, Trinidad and Tobago, Mauritius, Fiji, 
Surinam, Sri Lanka, Nepal, countries of Africa, in fact 
wherever Indian settlement has taken place. 


The Ramayana has also been produced in comic 
strips as a joint Indo-Japanese venture, the production is of 
very high quality. Plays based on the Ramayana have been 
staged in several countries including the United States at 
Broadway, New York. 


The Bhojpuri belt reverberates with group chantings 
of the Ramayana to the accompaniment of Jhal dholak. Dr. 
Rajendra Prasad, the first president of India, himself a 
Bhojpuria, hailed from one such village where the Hindu 
ethos remained anchored in his formative years thanks to 
the village group singing of Ram Charit Manas. He 
recalled how he was deeply influenced by the Ram Charit 
Manas chorus chanting on jhal and dholak in his native 
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village in Saran in north west Bihar. It had a forceful 
impact on his young mind and he carried this force with 
him throughout his life, right to the highest position he 
occupied as president of India. 


The Indian emigration that was taking place to meet 
labour requirements in the colonies must have been 
happening at the same period as the young Prasad was 
imbibing the lores and tradition of his native village. It 
was from similar village environments that the Bhojpurias 
in Mauritius implanted their traditions and values. 


In Mauritius, as elsewhere in the plantocracy, it was 
to the Ram Charit Manas which the indentured Bhojpuria 
workers turned to in moments of hardship, in the 
oppressive and repressive atmosphere of the harsh 
conditions of the colonial period. 


They met in their baithkas and chanted the Ram 


Charit Manas verses to mitigate their sorrows and 
sufferings. 


It was the nightly chorus chanting of the Ramayana 
on jhal and dholak which served to give sustenance and 
vitality to an otherwise drab and morbid life. This 
invigorated them and gave them renewed force to face the 
challenge of the next day. 


ORE European scholar, John de Lingen wrote 
(Hazareesingh, 1975) “they worked all day long with hoe 
and mattock under conditions of which I have described 

CCO. Vasishtha Tripathi Collection. Digitized By Siddhanta eGangotri Gyaan Kosha 


86 


„Bhojpuri Traditions. in Mauritius 


baa abaan TEN 


only the physical, but not the mental hardship. And then, 
until far into the night, and early before dawn, their little 
lamps could be seen burning and their voices could be 
heard praying, teaching, consoling. And it is thus that the 
torch of faith has been kept alive”. 


These veteran tradition bearers knew the Ramayana 
by heart. These Ramayanis, as they were called, and are 
still called to this day, in fact, grew in number over the last 
part of the 19th century. We have such stalwarts who know 
the Ramayana by heart to this day, and who continue to 
pass on the torch of recitation of Ram Charit Manas verses 
to the younger generation. Ramayana recitations are held 
every week at temples and the abodes of individuals. The 
Ram Charit Manas verses are known as Chawpayi (4 
couplets), Doha (two verses) and Sorathi (16 verses). 


Focus in the baithkas of those days was laid on the 
ability of the students to memorise, to read and chant the 
Ram Charit Manas and to explain the verses in Bhojpuri. 
On special occasions the students would recite and explain 
these verses of the Ram Charit Manas. It was in this 
process that the advanced student taught the younger ones 
and they learnt the verses from each other. This process of 
learning the chanting of Ramayana verses continues to this 
day. 


Present day Mauritius owes it to them Pn i 
Ramayana is revered in every Hindu house and has 
become a common heritage of Mauritius. 
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Ramayana Mandalis 


There is at least one Ramayana mandali in every 
village of Mauritius. The mobile mandali meets weekly, 
on chosen evenings at the residence of a member, where 
Ramayana satsang would be held. Members take turn to 
host the satsang. 


In Port Louis itself and its suburbs, surprising as it 
may sound for a metropolitan city, where the Hindus are 
said to be urbanised with the attendant deculturisation 
process, there are more than twenty Ramayana mandalis. 
Some of them just sing it in a group and a main narrator 
gives the explanation in Hindi or Bhojpuri and others sing 
it to the tune of jhal and dholak. 


The Ramayana mandali usually begins by making 
an invocation to Lord Rama known as Vandana. After 
which some vanis (words of wisdom) are sung on jhal and 
dholak as a warming up. I had first heard the vanis 
reproduced below from the Gowreesunkur family of Petit 
Raffray and their mandali in 1969 when they came to sing 
the Ramayana at the Leadership Training Camp of Seva 
Shivir at Anse La Raie at the request of Swami 
Krishnanand. The impact of the rhythmic chorus singing 
and the effect of the Jhal and dholak was intense, 
electrifying and Soul-stirring. It was certainly such 
forceful music which invigorated the immigrants of which 
John de Lingen has made mention in his book. 
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Vani 


Tulsi magan bhail hari guna gayike 
Hari gun gayi ke 
Ho Rama guna gayike 


Ram chale ban ke Bharat chaley gharke 
Bharat chal ghar ke Bharat chaley gharke 
Tulsi magan bhaile hari guna gayi ke 


Rim jhim rim jhim meghara barse 
Meghara barse so jiyara tarse 
Tulsi magan bhaile hari guna gayi ke 


Nadiya ke paniya chamak sari ratiya 
Chamak sari ratiya, chamak sari ratiya 
Tulsi magan bhaile hari guna gayi ke 


Gendwa ke phulwa gamak sari ratiya 
Gamak sari ratiya, mahak sari ratiya 
Tulsi magan bhaile hari guna gayi ke. 


Tulsi (das) is blissful at singing 
The virtue of the Lord 

Singing the greatness of the Lord 
Oh, singing the virtue of the Lord 


Ram has gone to the Forest (exile) 

And Bharat has come back home (to the Palace) 
Bharat has come back home, (2) kis 

Tulsi is blissful at singing the Lord's virtues 
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Light Rain is falling 
And there is longing in the heart. 
Tulsi is blissful singing the Lord's virtues 


The river is shining the whole night 
(from the moon's rays) 

It is shining the whole night 

Tulsi is blissful singing the Lord's virtues 


The marigold’s scent 

Invades the whole night 

It’s perfume spreads the whole night 
Tulsi is blissful singing the Lord's virtues. 


Various competitions are held to promote and 
encourage the youngsters to take the torch from the veteran 
tradition bearers. 


In 1971, His Holiness Swami Krishnanand 
Saraswati Maharaj, founder of Seva Shivir and the Human 
Service Trust, having been deeply impressed by the Ram 
Charit Manas satsangs of Mauritius arranged for the 
donation of 30,000 copies of the pocket Ram Charit Manas 
from Gita Press, Gorakhpur, India. These were distributed 
on a house-to-house basis in Mauritius. Several people 
paticipated in village processions for the distribution with 
singing of the verses on jhal and dholak, and aarti being 
performed of the Ramayana by the recipient. 


The Seva Shivir organised a Ramayana singing 
competition on jhal and dholak in 1972 to celebrate the 
400th birthday of the poet Tulsidas T 

y 
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to the mandalis which brought a new inspiration to the 
young Bhojpurias caught between tradition and modernity. 


In the 1980’s and to this day, the Human Service 
Trust has organised 97 sessions of the Akhand Ramayana 
Parayana (complete non-stop recitation of the Ram Charit 
Manas which lasts some 36 hours. Ramayana exponents 
are invited to give lectures on the Ramayana by several 
village organisations. Pandit Rajendra Arun, a veteran 
exponent of the Ramayana gives regular one week evening 
lectures in villages on the Ramayana, known as Ram 
Kathas. 


The Rameshwar Nath Tulsi Kreet Hanuman Mandir 
Society of Chitrakoot, Vallée des Prétres has made a 
modern rendering of selected verses from the Ram Charit 
Manas with electronic music on cassette. The proceeds 
from the sale of the cassettes went towards the construction 
of a temple in Chitrakoot. 


On the occasion of Divali, various groups all over 
Mauritius enact plays from the Ramayana. The Hinduism 
movement of Yogi Rummun has encouraged schools and 
colleges to participate in contests on Ramayana singing for 
the past several years. Prizes are offered for style, dress, 


originality, musicology and diction. 


The MBC Radio presents a regular Ramayan 
singing with explanation on Friday mornings especially for 
housewives. 
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The Mauritius Sanatan Dharma Temples Federation 
has donated a copy of the Ramayana to every temple. It 
would not be out of place here to acknowledge the work of 
the present Indian High Commissioner, Shri Manilal 
Tripathi, who is attuned to the sensitivity of the Indo- 
Mauritians in their quest for their roots and identity. Since 
his arrival here in July 1997, he has distributed hundreds of 
copies of the Ram Charit Manas, with Hindi and English 
renderings, to clubs, mandalis, societies and other socio- 
cultural organisations. 


Kathas 


Kathas, religious discourses, are a common feature 
of Bhojpuri religious tradition. Kathas were often 
celebrated in baithkas and in private homes to create a 
religious ambience and provide a break from the tedium 
and harshness of plantation life. Kathas, derived from the 
Scriptures and their attendant legends, gave a religious 
touch to one’s imagination as well as establishing a 
relationship with God by exciting the imagination. Kathas 
were based not only on the Mahabharata but also on the 
Puranic legends such as Shiva Purana, Bhagvat Maha 
Purana and Vishnu Purana. The Srimad Bhagvad Katha 
celebrated over a whole week, was held once or twice 
annually either at the local Shivalaya or the baithka. 
People flocked to hear the Katha. Brahmin priests 
officiated at these Kathas. They mobilised people in 
favour of the Devanagri Script which they stressed was the 
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script of the Gods. The Kathas served to provide some 
religious instruction to the masses who listened keenly to 


the discourses of Babaji (the pandit) to whom they gorlago 
(paid obeisance). 


One Katha which is as popular in the Bhojpuri belt 
in India as in Mauritius is the Satyanarayan Swami Ki 
Katha which is very much appreciated by women. This 
Katha is often performed to this day before the proper 
wedding rites start, to purify the home atmosphere, create 
the auspicious ambience and make a sankalpa that all 
should go well for the bride and bridegroom and for the 
- family as a whole. Other interesting stories such as the 
Alha Khand ballad were also narrated. Premsagar and 
Sukhsagar were also very popular themes for Kathas. 


With the influence of Arya Samaj there was a slow 
down in the Puranic Kathas among many of the masses 
who found solace and self esteem in the equal status 
provided to all castes by Swami Dayanand’s teachings. 
But Kathas have nevertheless remained a favourite social 
and spiritual gathering. Professor Basdeo Bissondoyal 
who came on the scene in the 40’s gave regular Gita 
Kathas for decades all over the country. These Katha 
recital traditions have continued until the present day, are 
elaborately organised, and draw huge audiences: WA = 
held under large pandals (tents) especially erected or the 
Occasion and beautifully decorated. Preparation for = 
Kathas goes on for weeks. The dais is ritually decorated. 
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Rice seeds are sown for nine days of the Kathas; these 
germinate and are used towards the end of the Katha as 
Tulsidal. Kirtans are sung by several youth groups 
nowadays such as the Sai Baba groups which precede the 
main function. The singing by devotional groups is 
followed by a fifteen-minute talk on each day by a 
different personality. This is then followed by the Katha 
proper by the main Katha vachak or narrator. Kathas are 
held throughout the year all around Mauritius. 


Formerly, legends of Lorikain, Kunwar Vijaymal, 
Alha Uddal ballads, very popular throughout the Bhojpuri 
belt, were recited and chanted. . 


Festivals 


Of all the festivals brought by the Bhojpurias, the 
Maha Shivaratri is the most magnificently celebrated. 
Maha Shivaratri has assumed an undeniable Mauritian 
identity and colour. The Maha Shivaratri is highly 
representative of the transcendence of a people from the 


mundane to the sacred through fasts, pilgrimage and the 
devotion of Bhaktas (devotees). 


The Bhojpurias, coming as they did from the 
Gangetic belt, missed the Ganges for which they 


: ifestly felt nostalgic. They brought the Ganges in their 
veins and recreated a Ga 


situated crater lak nga Talab in the south, a centrally 
rater 1 FEE ya 
€, in the Savanne District symbolising 
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the underground appearance of Ganga in Mauritius. 
Ganga nurtures the souls of the Biharis as it has nourished 
the Hindu civilization for millennia. It was over a hundred 
years ago that the vision of the Ganga Talab was revealed 
in a dream to the Bhojpuri immigrant Pandit Jhummun 
Gossagne Giri. Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru had once said, 
Ganga has been a symbol of India’s age-old culture and 
civilisation, ever-changing, ever-flowing and yet 
perennially unchangeable. Pandit Nehru said that Ganga 
has been a symbol of India’s past, running into the present 
and flowing into the great ocean of the future. Ganga, 
indeed transcends time, geography and politics. 


Ever since that pilgrimage led by Pandit Jnaummun 
Gossagne Giri in February 1898, from Triolet, as in 
Deoghar in the Bhojpuri region, pilgrims dressed in white 
(a sign of purity) have trekked to the Ganga Talab on foot, 
at first amidst jungles, today also in buses, cars and lorries. 
They carry, as in Deoghar, their beautifully decked 
kanwars, representative of a temple. These days, getting 
more and more elaborate in structure and decoration, with 
Mirrors, pictures of gods and goddesses etc. they even 
incorporate modern aspects of the Bhojpuria’s lives such as 
aeroplanes, ships. From the Ganga Talab which is a tirth 
sthan (pilgrimage centre) out of the mist and myth of Time, 
they carry back “ganga jal” to their respective Shivalas r 
abhishekh (pouring on Shiva Lingas) on the great night o 
Shiva. 
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The phenomenon of Ganga Talab represents a 
recreation of a sacred space of water to give depth and 
dimension to a symbol of Hindu belief. It conceptualises, 
in solid terms, the Bhojpuria’s love for the Ganges and his 
faith. For the immigrant from the banks of the Ganges, life 
was meaningless without its creative energies. And so he 
invented a myth, that of the Ganges water seeping 
underground. He recreated the Ganges and brought it to 
Mauritius : A ganga beyong ganga. 


The Maha Shivaratri festival and the elaborate 
kanwars are evolutions of Bhojpuri tradition on Mauritian 
soil. Now that the Ganga' has flowed outside India, 
pilgrims from Reunion Island, South Africa, the U.K, 
Franċe, Holland and even India come to invigorate their 
souls at the Ganga Talab in Mauritius. It has acquired a 
distinctively Mauritian identity. Shiva has definitely 
carved a niche for himself in Mauritius ! 


Festivals such as Ram Nawmi, Sankranti, Durga 
Puja, Dipavali are popular. Karwa Chauth, a typical 
festival of the Bhojpuri belt, is becoming more and more 
popular among young married women who observe vrat 


(fasts and vows) and prayer for the longevity of their 
husbands. 


; Anant vrat celebrated on the fourteenth day of the 
bright fortnight (full moon period) of the Hindu month of 
hadrapad (August/September), held in honour of Lord 
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Vishnu, is also a very popular festival among the 
Bhojpurias, especially the women folk. Annually, they are 
seen on the banks of rivers here performing this ceremony 
especially at River Side, Belle Rose. 


Durga Nawmi has gathered a most spectacular 
momentum among the Bhojpurias. Celebrated over nine 
days, Durga Nawmi (nine day worship of Durga) is 
performed in the month of Aswini (September / October) in 
honour of Mother Shakti or Energy. The devotees fast and 
the women have at this time a very strong hold on their 
husbands or male members of the family whom they 
compel to a thorough vegetarian régime. The Durga Puja 
in October-November or in April is also a very popular 
festival of the Bengalis and the Gujaratis who call it 
Nawrata puja (worship over nine nights). 


The Ramakrishna Mission at Vacoas, with its annual 
celebration of Durga Puja, has been greatly influential in 
the new dimension this celebration has taken over the past 
decades. In Bengal, Durga Puja is celebrated with much 
verve and gusto. ; 


In the early days, the Bhojpurias could not afford to 
have a puja performed at home. Inviting family and 
friends to a ritual food gave one 2 feeling of having 
performed some good act and brought a sense of well- 
being, with Mother’s blessings. 
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Today as their economic situation has improved 
almost every Hindu Sanatanist family celebrates the Durga 
Nawmi in a grand way at home. As the festival has taken 
on such a magnitude, priests are not always available to 
perform the puja, in which case the pandits give 
instructions even on the radio or the T.V or personally to 
the lady of the house on the procedures of the celebration. 


Devotees turning more and more to a tender and 
affectionate goddess in the form of Mother is also gaining 
ground among the Christians. Worship of Virgin Mother is 
becoming popular. 


Ram Nawmi, marking the birth of Rama has also 
ingrained itself in Mauritian life. The Government now 
grants two hours of time-off to civil servants to celebrate 
this joyous occasion which falls always at noon, on the 
ninth day of the bright fortnight of the month of Chaitra 
(March/April). 


The most spectacular aspect of the celebration is the 


procession of devotees to the Vishnu Chetre Mandir in 
Port-Louis. 


l Another Bhojpuri festival having a marked 
influence in Mauritius is the Makar Sankranti to celebrate 
the movement of the Sun to the tropic of Capricorn 
(Makar). There was a time when a public holiday was 
decreed for this festival but now that public holidays ate 
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curtailed, the éclat and fervour with which it was 
celebrated formerly diminished as most people, go to 
work. Khitchiri, a savoury meal of rice cooked in turmeric 
powder and pulses, is offered on this day. 


Ganga Asnan known in Mauritius as Kartik Asnan is 
another popular Bhojpuri festival. Celebrated in the month 
of Kartik (October/November), it was simply called Kartik 
Asnan by the earlier Bhojpurias. It is preceded by the 
Ekadashi (11th day) fast. 


Holi, the spring festival, is also known as Phagua 
from the term Phalgun, the month in which it is held 
(March/April). In the early days, Phagua was celebrated 
at the baithka. Hawan was performed and pua, sweet cake 
made from a mixture of flour, milk and sugar, a typical 
Bhojpuri sweet, was distributed. Then the village would 
be immersed in riots of colours - lal (red), gulal (red) and 
abir (shocking pink). Chawtal, sumiran, hori, phagwas 
and dhamar are typical bhojpuri songs sung on the 
Occasion of Holi. As we have mentioned earlier, these 
Songs are sung on jhal and dholak, 40 days prior to the 
celebration since the day of Basant Panchami. It is known 
as tal thonkna setting the beat to announce that Holi is 
approaching. 


On the eve of Phagwa, Holika Dahan, the burning 
Of the effigy of Holika, is celebrated, symbolic of the 
destruction of evil. Phagwa is a great celebration 
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throughout the Bhojpuri diaspora in Surinam, Guyana and 
Trinidad and Tobago. In fact, in these countries, Holi is 
officially known as Phagwa and is proclaimed a public 
holiday. The celebration of Holi in Mauritius is a colourful 
occasion of mirth and gaiety. 
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Q| Muslim Practices 


The month of Muharam is of great importance 
among the festivals of the Muslims in the Bhojpuri belt, 
indeed in the whole of north east India, especially in Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar. Itis a great festival of mourning which 
has remained one of the important festivals particularly of 
the Shia community. 


Muharam is celebrated in honour of Imam Hassan 
and Iman Hussein, grandsons of the Prophet Mohamed, 
who were martyred at Kerbala. 


Tazzias were imitations of mausoleums of the 
martyrs of Kerbala brought out in procession. The Muslim 
indentured immigrants hailing from the Bhojpuri belt 
brought along this practice with them just as they brought 
the festivals of Eid-ul-Fitr and Bakrid or Id-Ul-Doha. Eid 
is celebrated by all Muslims in the world, but the Muharam 
has a particularity that is common to the Bhojpuri region, 
especially the Tazzia which has resonance also in Surinam, 
Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago. The term Tazzia itself came 
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to be given to the celebration by the Indian indentured 
immigrants in all these plantation colonies. 


The Zazzia, known as Gouhn in Port Louis, is a 
miniature mausoleum made of bamboos covered with 
coloured papers. Other decorative pieces, such as gold and 
silver tinsel, are also used to beautify the structure 
consisting of three storeys “each of which seems to rise 
from the interior of the other, the one at the base being the 
largest” writes Reverend Patrick Beacon in Creoles and 
Coolies. The Tazzia is held on the tenth night and day of 
the Muharam. The tenth night of the Muharam would be 
the last day of the reading of the Majlis, poetic or prose 
account of the death of the Prophet, as well as the Imam 
Hassen and Imam Hussain. 


When the Majlis was over, people would flock to the 
place where the Tazzia was kept and many activities such 
as drum and duffs beating would start. Gatka was a play 
with long sticks cleverly twirled round the heads of the 
performers, spinning them for some minutes. On this 
occasion the participants would cry bitterly by way of 
mourning and would have their bodies flagellated. At 
night there would be a play of attish bazi, a display of fire 
works. The pique ratiffe is a feat of giving blows to the 
performers with swords and knives without inflicting 
wounds. As the procession moved forward, people would 
flock to See the feats performed ‘and give money. As 4 
child, living in Arab Street, Camp Yoloff, Port-Louis, 1 had 
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witnessed the Tazzia, the “levé du Gouhn” and also the 
“cassé du Gouhn” which is done to this day at the River 
Latanier on the northern outskirt of Port-Louis, where the 
Tazzia is immersed. 


In the early days of immigration, Zazzia was 
celebrated on all the sugar estates and the estate owners 
helped financially, and the community composed of not 
only Muslims but Hindus as well would join together to 
organise the festival. People would fast for ten days. The 
person responsible for the Tazzia would go the Kerbala, a 
symbolical one near a river or rivulet, a bit far from the 
habitation or a land that lay fallow. The head would offer 
Fateha that is the reading of the verses from the Koran at 
the Kerbala and burn loban or incense as well as agarbatti 
(sandal sticks). With time, the Zazzia lost its former 
effervescence and is celebrated nowadays on a very small 
scale in certain parts of Camp Yoloff and Plaine Verte 
zones in Port-Louis. 


In the Bhojpuri belt, it is still celebrated with the 
Same fervour. In Benares youths who pose as martyrs in 
the procession have their bare backs flagellated with ropes 
and chains. 
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Darga 


The Darga is a tomb of a saint, Pir or important 
person where people offer prayers or dua. With the 
passing of time the Darga has acquired the imprint of 
tradition and sacredness. Dargas are important places in 
the Bhojpuri belt where people go to offer manti (vows), 
both Hindus and Muslims. This tradition has been brought 
to Mauritius too and there are several Dargas where people 
offer prayers in the name of Allah by whose grace boons 
are obtained. 


There is the Darga of the great Pir Jamal Shah 
behind the Jumma Mosque on Royal Street in Port-Louis. 
It is said that the pious Jamal Shah had epxressed the wish 
to be buried near the Jumma Mosque after his death. The 
colonisers did not give permission but when the time came 
for the funeral, the janazza could not be lifted, so heavy it 
was. So finally he was buried near the mosque. The 
mureeds, disciples, believe that Pir Jamal Shah is still alive 
and they even say that they can see him. Hence, his tomb 
has acquired the sanctity of a Darga and people go to offer 
duas there. It is said that the Darga of the Pir protects the 
Jumma Mosque from the ravages of fire that have erupted 
in the vicinity time and again. Upon receiving the boon 
aa their vows at the Darga people come to offer duas 0! 

z PE with incense, money or garlands. There are 
other Dargas at Bois Marchand that of Pir Jehangir Shah 


for example, th 
> 5 5 Darga of Amina Bibi at Les Salines, 
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Pleasure Grounds, and the Darga of Hasrat Pir Syed Aboo 
Bakar Shah Ameersaheb at Cassis Road, Port Louis. 
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10 Plants and Trees 


The Bhojpurias also brought along their sacred 
plants and trees. The “peepal”, the kathal (jackfruit), 
bans, (bamboo), chandan (sandal wood), neem (margosa 
tree - Azadirachta melia), tulsi (holy basil leaf), and betel 
(pan ke patta) the areca palm from which areca nuts are 
obtained are all highly symbolic in the ritual life of the 
Bhojpuri folk of Mauritius. The mango leaf is used not 
only to announce an auspicious occasion (toran band 
hawal) tied in a string in front of doors or in the marriage 
pavilion, but mango leaves are used in ritual purification. 
The dub or durva (chiendent) couchgrass, the kush 
(vetivert) are symbolically used on marriage and other 
ceremonial occasions such as Kathas (discourses) and 
pujas. The mandar, a “celestial tree” (the coral tree) is 
also well known and its flowers are offered to Shiva. 


Dhatura another favourite plant of Shiva is also found in 
Mauritius. 


The haldi or safran (turmeric) is ingrained in and 
part and parcel of marriage purificatory rites. 
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11 | Rites and Rituals 


The passage of rites, although they carry the same 
essense among Hindus of all linguistic groups and 
traditions, have a unique charm of their own, characteristic 
of the Bhojpuri areas. 


The marriage systems and traditions prevalent in 
Mauritius are typical of a Bhojpuri landscape. In my book 
“Kanya Dan, the Why’s of the Hindu Marriage Rituals”, 1 
have given details of the anthropological imprint of 
Bhojpuri marriage rites and rituals from the seeing of a 
bride/bridegroom, the pre-wedding, wedding to post- 
wedding rites. The barachia/cheinkai (from var 
raksha,meaning protection of the bridegroom) or betrothal 
ceremony is commonly known in Creole “arrête garçon, 
tifille “retain” boy or girl) or (in alle guéte garcon/tifille) 
as in Bhojpuri chokra/chokri dekhe gaili ja - gone to see 
boy/girl. 


This is a cultural transplantation in Creole of a 
purely Hindu tradition. The kaldi (applying of turmeric 
Paste on bride/bridegroom) has acquired a Mauritian 
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colour that is unique with the haldi dinner served after 
haldi ceremony. Other wedding rites such as the matkor, 
digging of earth to build the vedi, the symbolical altar for 
the marriage, are still practised to this day. The making of 
the vedi is known as chowka purai in Bhojpuri and is even 
encapsulated in the Bhojpuri songs sung by ladies. Do 
Mela (meeting of the two bridal parties), parchawan, 
welcoming of the bridegroom by the bride’s mother, the 
bride and other ladies of the house, the kanyadan 
ceremony itself - giving away of the bride - are performed 
with great solemnity. The sindurdan applying of vermilion 
powder in the bride’s mid-hair parting by the bridegroom, 
has a particular Mauritian touch. Instead of the bride and 
bridegroom retiring to the kohbar, special nuptial chamber 
in the Kuldevta’s room (family Gods’ place) as in the 
Bhojpuri belt, a “chaddar”, a veil is put on the two for 
privacy during the ceremony. The maroh chawai, 
construction of the marriage pavilion with bamboos, 
though it is still practised has now given way to modern, 
rented, elaborately decorated structures. The parikrama or 
circumambulation around the sacred fire by the bride and 
bridegroom is known in Bhojpuri parlance as bhanwar 
which term is used in Mauritius too. The post-marriage 
ceremony of (chaturthi karma), the rite after the fourth day 
of Sener is known as chauthari and is now a Mauritian 
a ahs aan The chauthari nowadays in Mauritius 
party from the San Be hala ceremony, where ag 
given by the bride’s oie S side attends the “reception 
amily. The terms chauthari, dulha 
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. (bridegroom) dulhin (bride) haldi (hardi) have entered the 
Creole vocabulary too. In the immigration and post- 
immigration periods, the bridegroom’s party used to spend 
the night at the bride’s place as in India before the final 
“bidai”, farewell time. Nowadays, transport facilities and 
the small size of the island can safely see the bridal party 
leaving on the marriage day itself and coming back the 
next day for the reception. 


As mentioned earlier, Bhojpuri marriage songs 
accompany most of these rites and formerly pre-wedding 
songs were sung several days before the event. These were 
known either as satmangra, seven auspicious days, aath 
mangra-eight auspicious days, or teenmangra three 
auspicious days. These days, the geet gawai or singing by 
women groups is performed one day before the marriage 
ceremony which is usually a Friday evening, as most 
marriages are performed during the week-end in Mauritius. 
Actually, marriage ceremonies in the Bhojpuri belt are still 
held during the night, but in Mauritius this practice was 
interrupted by the curfews imposed during the First and 
Second World wars. 


Birth Rites 


For the birth of a child, the family performs chatti, 
rites associated with the sixth day bath of the new mother. 
On this day she can see the Sun, as she was confined 
during the five preceding days to sawr the delivery 
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chamber, where in the old days, she was visited only by the 
midwife and some ladies of the family. The Sun occupies 
a great place in the Bhojpuria’s life. 


The same ceremony, known as barhi, is repeated on 
the twelfth day. On this occasion a larger festivity is held. 
The new mother known as an alwanti, is “purified” and 
can enter the kitchen and perform regular activities. She 
has also had time to rest. The dai is a very important figure 
at this period. In the former days, the dai was the midwife 
who performed, besides delivery, all the other odd jobs of 
massaging the new mother and baby with mustard oil, 
cleaning the mother and baby, washing the clothes and 
“heating” them. 


In the immigration period as in the Bhojpuri belt, a 
firewood light was: permanently on in the alwanti’s 
chamber to give heat to the new mother and keep the place 
free from evil forces. Nowadays, deliveries are made in 
hospitals and clinics and the dai has lost her former 
eminence. On the chatti day, the phouphou. (baby’s 
paternal aunt) hits a brass thali (plate) with a spoon to 
announce the good news. The phouphou plays 4 
significant role in the ceremony, in preparing the kajjal 
(kohl) prepared from the burning of clarified butter on 2 
spoon placed on fire, and in the mundan sanskar when the 


babys first hair is removed which she collects and 
immerses in the river. 
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She receives a “neg” (gift) for this work; the dai too 
receives a ‘neg’. The new mother receives a new sari and 
other gifts from her husband and other members of the 
family. Songs are sung to announce the good news. These 
songs are known as lalnas and sohars. 


Other rites of passage such as Jattakarma, janeo 
(wearing of the sacred thread ceremony) and namkarran 
sanskar, (name giving ceremony) are also popular. 


The antyesthi kriya, the last rites of man’s physical 
existence are performed according to traditional Hindu 
Sanskars as in the Bhojpuri belt. But in Mauritius the 
bodies are kept longer than in India to enable the relatives 
to attend and also to meet medical formalities. 


Oinchana (removal of bad eyes) is not a rite proper 
but a superstitious practice that has been incorporated in 
the traditions such as at the time of the ritual bath of a 
bride/bridegroom, mother at baby’s birth. For e.g. this 
Song illustrates well the importance of removing evil eyes. 


“Jeera ajwain amma oinche 
Dekhiya ho koi nazar na laguey 


“Remove evil eye with jeera, (cumin seed), 
Gjawain, carrom seed or sorghum, O mother performs the 


ceremony, see that no one sends an evil eye ! 
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The baby for that matter has a black spot placed with 
.kajjal (kohl) on the forehead after his bath and oil massage 
to ward off the evil eye. 
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1 21| Dress, Jewellery and 
Embellishment 


The sixteen forms of embellishment of the Indian 
woman are known among the Bhojpurias as the Sorho 
singhar or “singhar pattar” - dressing up. The Bhojpuri 
women wear their pallu end of the sari in front, which is 
known as anchra. When they hold their anchra to receive 
ritual blessing, it is known as “khoincha”. 


In the immigration period, the Bhojpuri women 
were wearing odni, a piece of loose veil that was thrown 
over the right shoulder and which used to cover the head 
and the breasts and tucked in at the waist. Odni has now 
become horni in Creole. This was worn over a jhulla or 
heavy blouse, bodice and a lahenga, a lahar-pator , a long 
skirt worn with a chunri or odni and a heavy blouse These 
have given way to the sari nowadays worn with the end 
part thrown at the back on the left shoulder. The jhulla was 
known as penwar (peignoire) but although the term jhulla 
is lost, the loose bodice is in fashion again. Older ladies 
used to wear fashionable jhullas assorted with fine laces. 
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The term louga for clothes is a Bhojpuri word. 
Today we still say louga phatta. Markin is also a Bhojpuri 
word used for “la toile écrue” in Mauritius. The menfolk 
have lost their traditional dress both in Mauritius and in the 
Bhojpuri belt. No one wears the “dhoti” or “pagri” (head 
dress) nowadays, except on ritual occasions. The pagri is 
not worn, except occasionally by a few pandits (priests). 


The Bhojpuria lady has been as fond of her 
jewellery as all other women in the world since time 
immemorial. The Bhojpuria woman clings to her jewellery 
like a baby clings to its mother. The sikri, karnphul, the 
sikri jhum jhumia, the jhumka (earrings), the chandan har, 
the mohar mala necklace, the peijan, the nupur worn on 
the foot, the chan, hand bracelets are all as popular today 
as they were in the immigration period though in varying 
degrees and following fashion’s trends and demands. But 
they have not lost their hold on the Bhojpuria women’s 
heart. The sikri hooked from the ears to the mid-hair is 
known locally as “sikri monté”. Other jewellery such as 
kundal, bali for the ears are in fashion among the élite. 
Nathiya, nakbuli or bulka, nose rings are not in fashion 
these days. 


The guirnea, guinea gold coins chained in black 
thread, has been the proud uncontested possession of 
elderly ladies who distribute one or two coins to theif 
favourite nati potta (grandchildren). The kanpatti is an eat 
lobe jewel made with leaf motif hence patti (leaf). The 
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payal has replaced the heavy peijjan. today. The phuli, 
nose ting is now very popular and worn by Mauritian 
women of all ethnic groups, whether White, Creole or 
Bhojpuria, Hindu, Muslim, Tamil, Telugu, Marathi or 
Chinese. The bankh or bajuband, (arm band jewellery) are 
worn now and then but were once popular Bhojpuri 
jewellery. The bichiya, (toe ring) is no longer a popular 
Bhojpuri jewellery. Mangtika is worn on marriage 
occasions by the bride. The mope, a large bracelet was 
popular among the immigrants. This jewellery is also 
common among many African tribes. It may have come 
from the Chotta Nagpur region. The hansuli is a sort of a 
choker, worn clasped to the neck. This has come back into 
fashion again. 


Sindur, vermilion powder, is used as a symbol of the 
married woman’s status applied in her mid-hair parting on 
the day of her marriage by the bridegroom and thereafter 
by herself as a daily adornment ritual. This Bhojpuri 
tradition, although also popular among Bengali ladies is 
nowadays adopted by all modern Hindu women 
popularised as it is by Hindi movies. They may not wear 
a streak of it all along their mid-hair parting like the 
Bhojpuri ladies, but just a touch at the beginning of their 
hair parting, daubed on the forehead. 


Words like kangana, batana, jhumka, payal, phuli 
have entered the Creole language also as they have no 
equivalent in Western culture. On the other hand, the 
English guinea has taken the Bhojpuria form of guirnea 
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used by old Bhojpuria ladies who wear them in necklaces. 
In Creole it is known as souverain. The earring has been 
transformed as aereen. All the jewellery items are 
mentioned in the Bhojpuri folk songs. 


This couplet from a Bhojpuri jhumar reflects the 
romance of jewellery in the Bhojpuri woman s life: 


“Acha acha gahana banade 
Bhaiya sonara 
Pahane la bhawji nirekhe la bhaiya” 
Nanad more sone ke chidhaiya” 


“ O brother jeweller, (goldsmith) please 
Make beautiful jewellery for my sister - in-law, 
Says the husband’s sister for her bhowji, 
So that when my bhowji (brother's wife) 
Wears it, my brother will keep on looking at her 
And admiring her.” 


The Bhojpurias have also brought along the tradition 
of mahawar, a red colour applied at the time of auspicious 
occasions on the fingernails, palms, toenails and feet. 
Today, in Mauritius it is used only at the time of weddings 
on hands and feet. The application of mehendi is common 
both to Muslim and Hindu Bhojpuria ladies especially at 
the time of weddings. 


ai Godna, or tatooing, although universal in appeal, 
so formed part of the Bhojpuria woman’s tradition. 


Godna has lost its appeal among modern Bhojpuria 
women. i 
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It is in the domain of food that Bhojpuri tradition is 
most conspicuous. Let us not talk of the much anticipated 
haldi dinner which is a traditional feast after the haldi 
ceremony prior to the marriage rites proper. The Bhojpuri 
haldi meal is more or less the same in South Africa, 
Surinam, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago, although in 
the latter country it is somewhat more influenced by 
Caribbean food styles. At a tilak party in Jamshedpur in 
1977, I was amazed to find myself at a feast that had the 
Same atmosphere as on a Mauritian haldi night. If you 
happen to be in Port Louis, at the corner of Sir William 
Newton and Remy Ollier Streets, you will find people 
queueing up throughout the day for dalpuris in front of the 
street vendor, his stuff in a four glass-walled case placed 
on a tricycle ! The Bhojpuri food that has left the greatest 
impact on the culinary culture of the country is, no doutbt, 
the dalpuri.- dal bhara puri - (fillings of dal in the puri). 
The dalpuri is a Bhojpuri food prepared on the occasion of 
the chauthari, fourth day of marriage in honour of the 
dulha (bridegroom). Today, it is one of the most popular 
fast foods served at most street corners in the capital, Port 
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Louis and major towns of Mauritius. They are even 
ordered for parties and served as “take aways” with spiced 
curry and chutney. They are served in pairs. People gueue 
up to buy both roti chaud, and dalpuri chaud (hot) from 
street vendors. Advertisements and signboards carry the 
same banners of “ici on vend roti chaud, dalpuri chaud”. 
The roadside dalpuri seller is an index of the popularity of 
Bhojpuri culture in the country. In Trinidad and Tobago, 
the dalpuris are quite large and served in special roti shops. 
Trade names bearing Roti shops are seen all over Trinidad. 
They have sophisticated huge high-tech ‘tawas’ (griddles) 
to bake the dalpuris or rotis. 


Dalpuris are equally popular in South Africa. Roti, 
puri, parathas known locally as farattas are popular. 
When these are eaten the next day, they have a still richer 
taste and they are eaten so by all Bhojpurias. Even in the 
Bhojpuri belt this is an appreciable custom. Basi puri to 
aur bhi aachi lagti hey says Dr. Krishna Dev Upadhyaya in 
Bhojpuri Lok Sanskriti. Itis “seinko” warmed or heated, 
on the zawa. When doughs are made, they are referred to 
as loya. These loyas are then applied a little parthan (some 
ata kept aside to prevent the dough from sticking). 

Dr. K. D. Upadhyaya further adds: 


Loya ko belkar, oussey teen char bar oulat pulatkar 
money hein. Iske pratyek partan mein ghee lagatey 
hein. Phir iski tikoni aakriti banakar taway par de 
dete hein. Phir ous par ghee dal kar issey dhire) 
dhirey pakatey hein. Jab pakkar paratha badami 
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rang ka ho jata hey, tab oussey outaar letey hein. 
Kuch striyan tikone ke sthan par gol vritakar 
paratha pakate hein.” 


The dough is flattened and then turned over three or 
four times and given a shape and “bello” flattened again 
with the rolling pin. Ghee is applied to each layer. It is 
then folded over in a three-cornered shape and flattened 
again. The surface is buttered again and paratha is folded 
in half a second time, making a triangle. It is then rolled 
out rather thin in a larger triangle. Then it is put on the 
pre-heated tawa, large cast-iron griddle, and turned 
around again a few times so that all ends are cooked 
evenly. When it is cooked and has acquired a badami, 
(golden brown colour), it is turned round over to the first 
side, and ghee/butter or oil is again applied over its 
surface. The paratha should then puff up. It is turned over 
again and ghee applied again. When both sides acquire 
the golden brown colour, it is flecked with dark spots, then 
the paratha is ready. Then it is removed from the tawa. It 
is crushed on the chowki to remove the steam within. It is 
neatly folded in four and kept in a closed receptacle. Some 
ladies prefer to give a circular shape to their roti instead of 
three-cornered one or tinkonia. 


In Mauritius a square-shaped paratha is also 
common. Tinkonia parathas are indeed made in most 
Bhojpuria homes in Mauritius, in exactly the same way 
described by Dr. K. Upadhyaya. 
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Dr. K. D. Upadhyaya adds : “Kuch log aatey mein 
thoda/namak, ajwain, magreil aadi dalkar pakakar khatey 
hein.” 


“Some people add some salt, carrom seed, magreil 
(black seeds) to their paratha paste before cooking”. 


Rice is still known as bhaat, when it is cooked and 
as chawal or chawar when raw and in a paddy form it is 
known as dhan. 


Dudhpithis, small rolled pieces of flour cooked in 
milk, and dalpithas, square cut pieces of flattened dough of 
flour cooked in dal are Bhojpuri food items brought to the 
island and which are still popular here but have lost their 
importance in the Bhojpuri regions. Khichiri (rice cooked 
in turmeric paste and pulses) is popular in India as well as 
in the Indian diaspora. Karhi barhi, small rounded pastes 
of pulses cooked in a gravy are very popular on haldi 
dinner nights and other festive occasions. Khir, rice 
cooked in milk and sugar, is an old Vedic food popular all 
over India and favourite among the Bhojpurias too. 


Channa puri, stuffed salt cakes with pre-cooked 


vegetables, bhajjias, bhelpuris are also common 
delicacies. 


: Among the pulses, arhar ke dal, ambrevade, know" 
ere as dal bravade is a common diet in the Bhojpuri belt 
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where arhar is grown in large quantities. No meal is 
complete without the proverbial chutney and a spicy 
dhania chutney, (coriander), is typical Bhojpuri apport. 
“Pudina ke chatni” , (mint leaves chutney) ground to a fine 
watery paste with spices is also much savoured. The way 
the baigan bharta, known locally as chatini brinjal, is 
roasted - formerly on wood-fuel fire - and mashed, is the 
same in the Bhojpuri belt as in Mauritius. Chatini pomme 
d’amour grillé - grilled tomato chutney is prepared in 
Patna and Benares in exactly the same way as we do it 
here! Aloo chokha or aloo ke chutney, chatini pomme de 
terre, (mashed potatoes) with dried chillies and spices, are 
invariably a living Bhojpuri culinary culture in Mauritius. 


The rikmanch (from matsya-fish in Sanskrit) is 
made from dal paste rolled on arbi or taro leaf which is 
then fried. It is also a much savoured Bhojpuri delicacy. 
It gives the taste of “fish” when fried, hence the name 
“rikmanch”. The litti, very popular in the Bhojpuri region 
has lost its hold on the Bhojpurias over here. Adaori are 
little round cakes of ourad dal, soaked overnight and 
ground on sil, (grinding stone), and put to dry. The dried 
adaoris can then be cooked as and when required in 
savoury curry sauce. Guramba, sweetened curry of raw 
mangoes, is not so common here now. 


Bhindi known locally as lalo or lady’s finger, are 
sliced into small pieces, fried and served in exactly the 
same way as in the Bhojpuri region. Konhra, (pumpkin), 
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arbi a kind of taro are also popular. Suran, an edible root 
known as “ole” or oawl in the West Indies is appreciated 
as a pickle. The term anchar introduced by the Bhojpuria 
here is itself not an Indian word for that matter. Linguists 
believe it was introduced in India by the French or 
Portuguese from the French word “achard”! Karunda is 
the Bhojpuri name for “corinda” or coeur demoiselle. 


The chowlai bhaji or chowrai is also a Bhojpuri 
green vegetable cooked in more or less the same way. In 
Mauritius, it is known also as bréde malbar and since a 
decade or so as bréde national ! Patole, nenwa, obtained in 
season, are common season vegetables in the Bhojpuri 
belt, especially in the Azamgarh area. Bréde gondole 
known as the poi bhajee in Bihar and eastern UP, as well 
as in former days in Mauritius is not so popular now. 


Variety of sweetmeats such as jalebis, gulabjamoun, 
boondiya, ganthia, laddoos, peindhas, halwa, mawa, 
khajja introduced here by the Bhojpurias are known by the 
Same appellations on the local market. Jalebi has come to 
be known as gdteau muthai from mithai meaning sweet. 
Mohanbhog, pua, malpua are ceremonial food items 
wee meat) that date back to the Vedic period. Just as 
suh gruau” Or semoulina cooked in milk is used 
KI mai for offering as prasad which in local Bhojpuri 
eae as parsadi. Parsadi has become palsadi in 
Pn s KAA on festive occasions such aS 

- n ancient India people only ate pua on 
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certain festivities. Pua is derived from the Sanskrit apup. 


Says Dr. K. D. Upadhyaya 
“Eissey parvon ko apumayam 
parva kahtey they” 


“These festivities were known as apumayam (from 
apup)” 


Thekwa is also a favourite Bhojpuri cake that found 
its way on the local market. Rote is a speciality offered on 
ceremonial occasions. Chanth, crêpe doux is also popular. 
Crêpe doux is also popular in France and Greece, and may 
have been introduced from one of the Arabic or Middle 
East countries there. 


Piao which was formerly sold in Chinese shops, is a 
sweetmeat originating from the Bhojpuri region and is 
known there by the same name. In fact, the saying “to ène 
piao” was a pejorative term applied to the Bhojpuria 
immigrant and his descendants in the same way that 
“Commando dhol puri” is applied to the Hindu Bhojpurias 
today. The sweetmeat known as “gâteau papaye ” is 
actually made from bhatua, a type of gourd. The Indian 
term is petha which has been lost, but the sweetmeat is 
referred to as gâteau papaye and is prepared in exactly the 
Same way as in the sweet markets of Bihar, U.P. and for 
which Agra too is very famous. 


At Divali occasions “gâteau patate” or mithé 
Samoussa or sweet turnovers are popular, made from. 
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fillings of mashed sweet potatoes with sugar and grated 
coconut. Though it has lost its Bhojpuri name it was 
introduced by the Bhojpurias here. 


Sutarpheni is usually served on marriage occasions 
just as mewa samoussa. Sutarpheni known here as sutarfin 
is from the Sanskrit sutra pheni (thread in syrup) and made 
out of pounded rice. Cooking in mustard oil is common 
both to Bengal and Bihar. This was a common practice 
formerly among the Bhojpurias but has gradually lost its 


eminence. 


The Muslims have also influenced the food culture 
of Mauritius. “Halim”, preparation of meat is served hot 
an roadside corners especially by the Company Garden in 
Port-Louis. Falouda, a cool drink served usually in milk 
during summer in the Central Market - commonly known 
as the bazaar (market) of Port Louis is now simply known 
as alouda over here. It has even been incorporated in seg@ 
songs such as, “alouda, limonade frappé, van dan bazaar > 
that is, “Ice cold alouda, and lemonade are sold in the 
bazaar”. The briyani, the pulao, the samosas, halwa, nan 
aoe ey nankhatai, jalebis, tanduri, have come 
ee uslim culture. Sewai (vermicelli) is also @ 

icacy especially during festive periods. 


S ; 
WAA is petite of a variety of pulses crushed and 
proverbial = ee with sugar and water has been a 
consistent food for the Bhojpuri traveller. It has 
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now become a sophisticated delicacy sold in shops in 
plastic bags. 


Ghooghooni is grilled grams which are eaten 
leisurely in Bihar as in Mauritius. Maar made from cooked 
rice water is a strong country soup with chillies and salt 
added for taste in periods of scarcity as it was most of the 
time in the days of immigration and even until recently 
when the use of pressure cooker or rice cooker put an end 
to it. It was a sustaining diet both for man and cattle. 


Kassar and sathora are preparations served 
especially to women after giving birth for strength. Satwa 
is concocted out of pounded rice mixed with various Indian 
spices including ginger, sonf (dried ginger) and sugar to 
produce heat. The whole paste is put to dry and becomes 
so hard that it is difficult to break with the teeth. They are 
prepared with health giving ingredients and given to the 
alwanti or new mother so that she recuperates her strength 
quickly. Says Dr. Krishna Dev Upadhyaya 


“Chawal ka ata pis kar ous mein sonth, gond, 
chirowji (a kind of dried fruit and its tree) gari, kismis 
(dried raisin), aadi milatey hein. Phir gur ka gadha pag 
banakar is mein. mila detey hein. Phir iski gol gol choti 
choti pindiya bana li jati hey. Yehi gaon ka sathora hey.” 


“A flour is made out of pounded rice. It is then 
mixed with dried ginger (sonth), chirowji a kind of dried 
fruit, nuts or coconuts, dried raisins. Then gur or jaggery 
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mixed with water to produce a syrup is added with it. A 
paste is then produced and small balls are shaped and put 
to dry. This is the sathora of villages.” 


Another delivery period food common to this day 
among Bhojpurias is the mangreila massala, commonly 
known simply as massala. Magreil or magreila has no 
Creole equivalent. Magreil is black tear - dropped shaped 
seeds of the onion plant - Nigella Indica. Magreila oil is 
also used as a medication. The vendor in the Central 
Market would know the required mixture as well as 
quantity required. This is assorted health ingredients 
which when cooked in a karhai with ghee and sugar gives 
a sweet, pungent hot taste and produces milk in the 
mother’s breasts for the new baby. 
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1 Al Bhojpuri Art Forms 


The Bhojpuri art forms are reflected in the myriad 
shapes, colours and artifacts used in the daily life and 
especially in the ceremonial decorations. 


Bhojpuri art forms are intricately exuberant in the 
marriage ceremonies and ceremonials such as at Janeo, 
sacred thread giving ceremony, the Kathas and Pujas. In 
Gujarat these decorations are known as sathia, and in 
Orissa as osa, in Rajasthan as mandana, in Maharashtra as 
rangoli and in Tamil Nadu as kolam. The Bhojpurias 
brought their decorative forms and other aesthetic designs, 
no matter how simple these were with them as they 
brought along their gods and goddesses and their ethos. 


In Bihar, the tradition of mixing flour with water as 
a decorative measure is known as aipan or alipana or 
aripans and in Uttar Pradesh as chowka. During wedding 
occasions, the sacred ritual place is decorated with aipan. 
This is an ancient Indian tradition dating back to the Vedic 
period. 
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In the Sanskar Vidhi of Swami Dayanand Saraswati 
it is said that the yajshala should be decorated with leaves, 
lines and drawings of saffron and powder of wheat or rice 
following ancient Vedic customs. Aipan is an ancient 
Indian folk art described as the writing in lines and colours. 


The word alipana seems to spring from the root 
lipana, the act of smearing or plastering of a space.” 
Aripana also means to present an offering. 


The motifs and designs in the aripana symbolise a 
link in the chain of philosophical and religious thought 
permeating the Indian collective culture; The aripana 1S 
also known as the dhuli chitra or painting on earth with 
coloured pigments. The design creates auspiciousness and 
is welcoming and pleasing to God. Cosmogonic diagrams 
are drawn to represent the universe. Beautiful little 
bamboo poles carrying different coloured miniature flags 
are representative of the nine planets which are appeased at 
the time of the wedding and other ceremonies. 


At the wedding ceremonies, the vedi looks very 
pleasing with different colours and attracts the attention © 
the gods as well as of man. 


In the older days the diagrams were made with rice 
pastes or earth pigments. Barley and wheat pastes were 
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also used. Nowadays in Mauritius, flour paste or dry flour, 
powdered vermilion and different powder colours such as 
abir, green, orange are used. .The effect is arresting, 
immediate and magnetic, creating an aura of 
auspiciousness. 


The symbolic colours of the threshold, the 
chowkhat, prepare the mind of the worshipper. On 
marriage occasions, the doorway is prepared with aripan 
prior to the dwar puja or welcome ceremony of the 
bridegroom and his party. Other art forms are the 
intricately decorated ceremonial utensils such as kalash. 
My friend, Mrs Geeta Padaruth of Vacoas, has developed a 
magnificent artwork based on these traditional ritual 
decorations which is now much in demand. The coconut 
placed with five or seven mango leaves on the copper or 
earthen pot is itself a significant religious art form. The 
toran or decoration of the marriage or ritual pavilion as 
well as the doorways or windows strewn with mango 
leaves are very impressive. 


Decoration with betel leaves and flowers, especially 
marigold, create a feast for the eyes at the vedi or altar of 
the Kathas or Durga Puja which invoke the mind to rise 
higher. 


The kohbar, (marriage chamber) is decorated with 
the design of Om or Swastika to create auspiciousness. In 
Bihar, the kohbar is more intricately designed more so in 
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sees cee wanen 
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the Maithili region where madhubani art forms reign 


supreme. 


In the old days in Mauritius too, the mud walls and 
floors of the straw huts were embellished with motifs of 
birds, flowers and designs of the cosmos. This was known 
as lipai/potai (smearing). 


On a more personal note, the decorative art forms on 
the human body also have the same significance. The 
body houses the soul and so is the temple of God and 
therefore should be kept clean and be attractive to draw the 
divine powers. Hence, on festive occasions, and in 
Mauritius on marriage occasions the bride’s hands and feet 
as well as the bridegroom’s are decorated with mahavar, 
(red pigment) diluted in water. Beautiful line designs are 
made by the nao or barber. The bride’s forehead is also 
decorated with chandan (sandalwood) paste. Mehendi has 
the same effect. 


The Katha pavilions are decorated not only with 
mango leaves but with coconuts, and other auspicious 
fruits and coloured paper decorations. Even in the Ram 


Charit Manas, Tulsidas makes mention of these intricate 
designs. 


i The earliest Sculptures are reflected in the Mother 
= ol which the Bhojpurias brought with them. The 
Jpurias have a deep belief in the Mother goddess cult 
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as do the Bengalis. This led them to place the Mother 
goddess as the village deity as soon as they recreated their 
villages. The Mother goddess was worshipped in her 
seven forms - the Saptamatrika, known as the Kalimai. 
Sheer natural stones, smeared with a streak of vermilion 
was enough of a symbol of worship impregnated with 
beliefs and faiths. 


The immigrants who came to the island had to face 
oppression, humiliation, tremendous suffering and they 
lived in abject poverty and squalor. Intense faith in their 
religious values and traditions helped them to create 
various sculptures and architectural forms which remained 

.imprinted in their minds. They tried their best, with 
meagre and crude resources, to recapture the different 
forms of deities and architectural forms in their new 
environment. These forms of Ganesh, Hanuman, Ram, 
Sita, Krishna, Shiva were primary art forms recreated in 
difficult circumstances. Today, these are being replaced by 
new forms as the Bhojpurias are initiated in Fine Arts and 
have exposure to Indian art forms in exhibitions, visits to 
India, and Fine Arts courses at the Mahatma Gandhi 
Institute and higher studies in Indian Universities. 


Wall paintings on the temple at Gokhoola and the 
Maheshwarnath Temple at Triolet carry motifs of birds and 
flowers with circular shapes as in the villages of Bhojpur 
region. The wicker works such as the dalia used to carry 
the earth during matkor ceremony, the sup (winnow) are 
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done in a simple style unlike the beautiful colours used in 
various parts of Bihar. The patmaur, headdress of the 
dulha (bridegroom) and the dulhin are also of Bhojpuri 
traditions. Although there are beautiful embroidery and 
wicker works in the Bhojpuri region these could not be 
reproduced in the harsh alien conditions over here after 
immigration. 


The pottery industry of the Raghoobar family at 
Arsenal, Terre Rouge, is unique in Mauritius. Raghoobar 
Seewoonarain and his wife have carried this industry over 
the past forty years. They make all sorts of ritual earthen 
pots for marriage, death and Divali (the Indian festival of 
light). He creates the earthen oil lamps used on a large 
scale on the occasion of Divali. He makes Kalash, Karha, 
Chukia. According to him as long as there are Indians in 
Mauritius, this pottery industry will survive. 


The now intricate white structures known as 
kanwars carried on the occasion of Maha Shivaratri by 
pilgrims, a replica of miniature temples to bring back 
“ganga jal” (ganga water from Ganga Talao), are other 
beautiful art forms made of bamboo structures elaborately 
prepared. These are covered with white cotton producing 
fuzzy designs, decorated with small circular mirrors and 
tinsels. Nowadays, replicas of the Shiv Linga, paintings of 


Shiva, are also produced by the pilgrims which depict an 
innate talent drawn from inheritance. 
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1 5 | Bhojpuri Sayings and Stories 


Mauritius has a rich tradition of sayings, idioms, 
riddles (bujhawals), proverbs (mohawras) as well as garis 
(swear words). Mr Dimlala Mohit, Deputy Head Teacher 
resident at Caroline, Bel Air, has made a collection of these 
in his book “A Collection of Mauritian Bhojpuri Idioms, 
Expressions, Riddles and Songs”. (Mauritius Ki Bhojpuri 
Mein Prachalit Muhawrey Lokoktiya, Paheliyan Aur Geet 
(1979) 


` The following is a bujhawal 


“Ek chidhaiya lat 
Okar pankh baje path 
Okar khalari oujar 
Okar maas majedhar” 


Answer: Sugarcane 


Prahlad Ramsurrun, a prolific writer and historian 
and former Education Officer, has done invaluable work in 
collecting the folk tales - the kissa, kahanis that used to be 
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told by our nanis and dadis (maternal and paternal grand 
mothers). In the United States, story telling is being 
revived in a spectacular way at Broadway. In France, 
festivals are held annually at Avignon. They are of 
immense pedagocial value besides entertaining and 
forming an emotional bridge between narrator and 
listener. 


The time has come to revalue for their rich 
collective wisdom the folk tales from the Mahabharata, 
Ramayana, Panchatantra, Hitopdesh, Puranas, Jataka, and 
the Bhojpuri folk legends and ballads. 


Cassettes of kissas and kahanis (stories) are used in 
schools, at home and feature on radio, T.V programmes. 
The folk tales have recently been revived by the Mauritius 
Academy of Telefilm and Theatre. Seet Basant, one such 
folk tale was staged all over Mauritius and in major cities 
of India last year through a joint Government of Mauritius 
and Government of India venture, through the kind 
courtesy of the Indian High Commission.and the Indian 
Council for Cultural Relations (CCR). 


The interest these stories aroused in the audience 
was amazing. And the narrators of yore used to start : Ek 
ar na, ego desh mein, ego Raja rahal — Once upon a time 
in a country there was a king .... 


> I have personally collected seven versions of Seet 
asant in Mauritius. My mother-in-law narrated to me one 
version and Mrs. P. Ramowtar of Chitrakoot, Upper Vallée 
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des Prêtres, gave me another version. Their narrations 
were interspersed with songs. 


In Mauritius, Patna, Gorakhpur and Lucknow 
people flocked in their thousands to the performance of 
Seet Basant. In Mau (Bihar) and Gorakhpur (UP), there 
were open air shows which drew crowds in their 
thousands. Everybody recalled his childhood days and 
went back with nostalgia to elders in the family who 
narrated one version or another to them the next morning. 
I came across a quite endearing situation. Pandit Kuber 
Mishra of Maltari, Azamgarh told me his brother’s name 
was Basant. Why ? His mother was very fond of the story 
of Seet Basant and gave him that name when he was 
born ! 


Another folk tale woven around the crater lake of 
Grand Bassin, now known as Ganga Talao, is the “Pari 
Talab ki kahani” In fact, to this day, Grand Bassin is 
known among the Bhojpurias as “Pari Talao = 


Garis from the Bhojpuri land are many and I will 
allow myself to make mention of a few which are tolerable 
to the ears::Sarwa, churail, kasbi, randi, natya ke beta 
which are very current especially among the older 
generation. Some of them have even featured in the local 
compositions. The origin of kasbi is very interesting. It 
means the one who serves the kasba, that is the region. 


“Natya ke beta bari mar, marey la” (Popular song 
by the Bhojpuri Boys) 
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16| Bhojpuri Writers 


Bhojpuri poetry has been given prestige by Dr. 
Mooneswurlal Chintamunee, poet and former Head of the 
Hindi Department at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. 


Mithas peida karli ja 


“Ham dukh ke maral log ke khatin 
Ramayana sab kuch batey 

Oo chain rahal hamni ke 

Oo dhiraj rahal hamni ke... 
Awaaz aail 

Haawey gulam tou...” 


“Ramayana was everything to us folk immersed in 
suffering, trials and tribulations. It provided solace and 
lighted the lamp of faith for us. A voice came from 
(somewhere): you are but gulam (slave). 


_ Dr Brajendra (Mungur) Bhagat “Madhukar 
published his first collection of Bhojpuri poetry in 1963. 
Madhukar Bhagat publised his Madhukalash, (Honey Po”) 
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in 1969 a collection of Mauritian Bhojpuri songs of his 
own composition, and since then he has brought out many 
collections of Bhojpuri poetry. 


“Lal jojo rujva se bachile re bhaiya 
Lalchi kucharva se bachihe re bhaiya” 
Nich jati bechwa se bachihe re bhaiya” 
Mahil jaychandwa se bachihe re bhaiya” 


“Keep away from the red jojo ruj (red ruj) bird 

O brother, 

Keep away from the greedy tale bearers, O brother 

Keep away from the bad fellow who sells (jati 
Beckwa) gives away his own people, O brother 
Stay away from Mahils and Jaichands, O brother” 


The lal jojo rujwa is a Foudia Cariensis, a ‘cardinal’ 
of Malagasy origin known in Mauritius as the 
“Madagascar Fody”. Dr. Bhagat explains that this is a 
byword for a tale bearer. Jai Chand refers to king Jaichand 
from the oral epic Alha Uddal popular throughout the 
Bhojpuri belt and indeed the whole of north India. 
Jaichand’s name is a synonym for a traitor. Mahil was a 
notorious trouble maker in the same ballad. In Mauritius 
the term Mahil refers to an enemy. 


Dr. Brajendra Bhagat has also recorded his Bhojpuri 
songs with the National Gramophone Company and Young 
India Company of Mumbai. He contributes poetry both in 
Bhojpuri and Hindi to the Mauritius Times every week, 


written in Roman script. 
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Other Hindi writers use Bhojpuri occasionally in 
their creative writings. Abhimanyu Unnuth, renowned 
Mauritian Hindi writer of national and international fame 
uses Bhojpuri profusely in his writings. 


Seeta Ramyead and Mahesh Ramjeeawon have 
written and edited several Bhojpuri plays. Sita Ramyead 
has even published one of her stage plays Pathar ke lor -` 
The wailing of the rock based ona Mauritian folk tale 
“Gris Gris”. 


The Murya Pahar ki Kahani is based on the 
Bhojpuri myth around Pieter Both Mountain which is a 
milkman turned to stone. The Mauritius Film Development 
Corporation jointly with Padam Arts India, made a 
children’s film based on the above story entitled “The 
Stone Boy” 


Pandit Kuber Mishra, former Principal of Shri 
Gandhi Post Graduate College of Maltari, Azamgarh has 
published a comprehensive book on Mauritian Bhojpuri 
folksongs and given a thorough comparison of Mauritian 
Bhojpuri and Indian Bhojpuri songs. Ms. Suchita Ramdin, 
Head of Department of Bhojpuri, Folklore and Oral 
Traditions of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute has published 
in Hindi an anthology of Mauritian ceremonial folk songs 
and | Produced long-playing records and cassettes ON 
Bhojpuri folk songs. Many students have written theif 
dissertations or PhD theses related to Bhojpuri linguistic, 
folk songs or folk tales. Scholars from abroad, like 
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Professor Catherine Champion Servan-Schreiber from 
Centre d’Etude de I’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud and La 
Sorbonne, Paris, Professor Helen Myers from the USA 
have conducted research on the Mauritian Bhojpuri songs. 
Shashi Suhadeb, London-based Mauritian has given a new 
dimension to Mauritian Bhojpuri by bringing out the first 
ever CD in Bhojpuri. He popularises Bhojpuri in the UK, 
France and other European countries. Professor Vinesh 
Hookoomsing, Head of the Department of Humanities, 
University of Mauritius, Dr. L. P. Ramyead, Professor 
Richard Barz, Philip Baker, Surendra Gambhir, Amarnath 
Ramnah have conducted linguistic research on Mauritian 
Bhojpuri in the perspective of language maintenance. Ms. 
Suchita Ramdin is currently working on a scholarly 
compilation of Bhojpuri dictionary under the guidance of 
Dr. Vidya Niwas Mishra. The Federation of Pre-School 
playgroups -in Curepipe has brought out a publication 
entitled Dud ke Gato (milk cake) in Roman script for 
children. Ledikasion pou travayer, Worker’s Adult 
Education Centre in Grand River North West also show 
keen interest in Mauritian Bhojpuri and has compiled a 
Creole-Bhojpuri dictionary. 


It is expected now that Bhojpuri will be given more 
recognition as an academic study. The B.A. Degree 
Honours Course in Hindi currently dispensed jointly by the | 
University of Mauritius and the Mahatma Gandhi Institute 
should consider having some modules if not One whole 
paper itself on Mauritian Bhojpuri language and literature. 
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No one can deny the fact that the creative writings of 
Mauritian Hindi writers are nurtured by Mauritian 
Bhojpuri. Mauritius could also establish links with the 
Bhojpuri Academy of Patna and the Universities of Patna, 
Bihar, Magadh, Kunwar Singh University of Arrah for 
degree courses and research in Bhojpuri. At the First 
World Bhojpuri Conference in Deoria in Uttar Pradesh in 
1995, the Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute had discussed the 
project with the above-mentioned universities. For lack of 
funds and adequate support, the Mauritius Bhojpuri 
Institute itself interested in such projects cannot make 
much progress in this direction. The Mauritius Bhojpuri 
Institute has also approached the Hindi Pracharini Sabha to 
have a joint project of bringing Bhojpuri in the cursus of 
the HPS syllabus and curriculum. 


MBC TV should also open up its language policy 
and accredit to Bhojpuri its due place, without displacing 
Hindi. For that matter, we expect that Samachar will also 
be given in Bhojpuri as it has been done for Creole. 
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17 | The State of the Arts 


Bhojpuri is very much a living, throbbing, vibrant 
home culture that permeates and pulsates with energy due 
to its resilient force. If Bhojpuri is not always spoken in 
the original form as it was brought to the island, it has 
undergone a transformation that reveals its ability to 
absorb, lend as well as borrow as befits any living 
language. Despite the fact that the rich and sweet 
vocabulary is getting eroded, Bhojpuri is culturally alive 
and vigorous. 


On the other hand, Bhojpuri has no quarrel with 
Hindi which language it precedes in linguistic history and 
which it nurtures culturally and emotionally. 


When we revived Bhojpuri and its attendant cultural 
traditions in 1982 through a series of Bhojpuri weeks and 
created the Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute, it was precisely to 
give a status, dignity ‘and esteem to a language for long 
confined to the backwaters of the island. We can be 
humbly proud that such has been achieved. ihe gradual 
integration of Bhojpuri in Mauritian life and its blending 
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with Creole is a process of socio-cultural evolution and 
adaptation that is expected and it is now possible to refer to 
Bhojpuri as a Mauritian language variety. 


We have reason to affirm that Bhojpuri is gaining 
strength and getting more endeared in the hearts of 
Mauritians. We are happy to see that after the, “Pani Nai 
Ba” craze of the 1980’s, this decade has produced the 
Bhojpuri Boys phenomenon which has in its turn, given 
birth to the Baja Baje Boys. The number of plays staged in 
Bhojpuri and the mushrooming of Bhojpuri folk song 
groups both traditional and new-wave pop singers is a 
comfortable assurance that Bhojpuri has its place in the 
Mauritian cultural and linguistic landscape. 


As sings Meera Mohun, Bhojpuri khub joli ba. 
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17 | Appendix 


We give for the pleasure of our readers a few Bhojpuri songs with 
English versions. 


These are traditional Bhojpuri songs (based on Bhojpuri songs from 
India) that form part of our cultural heritage. They were brought by 
Indian women immigrants in their rich repertoire of oral tradition from 
1835 onwards till 1920’s from various parts of the Bhojpuri belt in 
Bihar and Eastern U.P. They are known as jhumars and sung on aus- 
picious occasions, celebrations specially marriage (pre-marriage 
songs), by women and accompanied by dances, known by the same 
name. 


They are our typical country music and preserved in their distinctive 
styles though overgoing some changes in wordings and tone and given 
a Mauritian interpretation over the years. 


The Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute revived Bhojpuri singing in 1982 by 
presenting a vivid Bhojpuri ballet of 2 hours at the Mahatma Gandhi 
Institute on 19 September 1982 that traced the saga of the toiling 
masses interspersed with their traditions and lores. The songs collec- . 
ted from village women by the MBI were re-written, recomposed and 
set to music to appeal to younger generations of Mauritians, while kee- 


ping the original touch. 
Note: 


(1) Jewellery forms an intrinsic part of women’s adornment and 
features in most traditional songs 
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(3) 


1. ` 


Gi) 
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The Indian community lives in a joint family system since time 
immemorial. 


Pani Nai ba : This is a chanson engagée or protest song. Many 
such songs have been composed in Mauritius based on original 
Bhojpuri tunes, styles and ethos. 3; 


Pani Nai Ba 


Cheingan meingan pani bhare 
Pani nai ba 

Bhala Bambous mein degree dale 
Bhala pani nai ba 


Children have gone to the village tap, to fill water 
There's no water 

Oh the technician is testing the water 

Level in Bambous, but there's no water 


Bhala St Croiz mein degree dale 

Pani nai ba 

Ho bhala cheingan meingan pani bhare 
Pani nai ba 


Oh the technician is testing the water level 
In Ste Croix but there's no water 

Children have gone to the village tap to 
Fill water, there’s no water 


Bhala Bonne Terre mein degree dale 
Pani nai ba 

Ho bhala cheingan meingan pani bhare 
Pani nai ba S 


Oh the technician is testing the water level 
In Bonne Terre but there’s no water 


Children have gone to the villa 
eta 
Fill water, there’s no water EDEN n: 


CCO. Vasishtha Tripathi Collection d4jitized By Siddhanta eGangotri Gyaan Kosha 


Bhojpuri Traditions in Maurisius 


(iv) Bhala Cité mein degree dale 
Pani nai ba 
Ho bhala cheingan meingan pani bhare 
Pani nai ba 


Oh the technician is testing the water level 
In Cité but there’s no water 

Children have gone to the village tap to 
Fill water, there’s no water 

These place names were taken at random. 


Protest songs are current in oral tradition and folk singing. Several 
versions of the same song may be available. This song is a Mauritian 
composition which has been sung by several generations of women. 


Re-written by Mauritius Bhojpuri Institute. 
2. Abna Duhab Tohar Gaiya 


Abna duhab tohar gaiya, 
Yashoda Maiya 


(i) Dudhwa duhat more phuliya heira gail 
Phuliya khoji la charon bagal mein 
Phuliya heira gail, phuliya bila gail 
Ab na duhab tohar gaiya, 

Yashoda Maiya 


(ii) | Dudhwa duhat more eireen heira gail 
. Eireen khoji la charon bagal mein 
Eireen heira gail, eireen bila gail 
Ab na duhab tohar gaiya, 
Yashoda Maiya 


(iii) Dudhwa duhat more chanwa* heira gail 
Chanwa khoji la charon bagal mein 
Chanwa heira gail, chanwa bila gail 
Ab na duhab tohar gaiya, 

Yashoda Maiya 
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(iv) Dudhwa duhat more harwa heira gail 
Harwa khoji la charon bagal mein 
Harwa heira gail, harwa bila gail 
Ab na duhab tohar gaiya, 

Yashoda Maiya 


I will not milk the cows now, 
O Mother Yashoda 


While milking the cow I lost my nosering 
My nosering is lost. It is not to be found 
I will not milk the cows now 

O Mother Yashoda 


While milking the cow I lost my earrings 

My earrings are lost. They are not to be found 
I will not milk the cows now 

O Mother Yashoda 


While milking the cow I lost my wristlet 
My waistlet is lost. It is not to be found 

I will not milk the cows now 

O Mother Yashoda 


While milking the cow I lost my necklace 
My necklace is lost. It is not to be found 

I will not milk the cows now 

O Mother Yashoda 


* Chanwa : A large sort of bracelet brought by the Indian immigrants, 
most popular at the time of immigration in N. East India. 


3. Phul Bagiya Lagade Maharaja 


Phul bagiya lagade Maharaja 
Gamak awe phulan ke 


G) Bela bhi boya 
Chameli bhi boya 
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Are piche piche par gail Gulab 
Gamak awe phulan ke 


(ii) Bela bhi barhe 
Chameli bhi barhe 
Are piche piche par gail Gulab 
Gamak awe phulan ke 


(iii) Bela bhi phule 
Chameli bhi pule 
Are piche piche par gail Gulab 
Gamak awe phulan ke 


(iv) Bela bhi pake 
Chameli bhi pake 
Are piche piche par gail Gulab 
Gamak awe phulan ke 


Please make a beautiful garden of flowers 
Maharaja and we shall enjoy the beautiful 
Fragrance of its flowers 


Let us grow jasmine flowers 

And also chameli (a variety of jasmine) flowers 

And see how the roses are far behind these (in fragrance) 
Flowers are exuding their fragrance (from the garden) 


Jasmine is growing 

Jasmine (another kind of) is also growing 

But rose plants lag behind 

Flowers are exuding their fragrance (from the garden) 


Jasmine flowers are in bloom À 
Chameli (a variety of jasmine) too are in bloom 

But roses lag far behind 

Flowers are exuding their fragrance (from the garden) 


Jasmine flowers are now in bloom z 
Chameli (a varieties of jasmine) flowers too are npe 
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But roses lag far behind 
Flowers are exuding their fragrance (from the garden) 


4. Nanad More Sone Ki Chidhaiya 
Nanad more sone ki chidhaiya 


(i) Acha acha gahana banade 
Bhaiya sonara 
Pahane la bhowji nirekhe la Bhaiya 
Nanad, more sone ki chidhaiya 


(ii) Acha acha phuliya banade 
Bhaiya sonara 
Pahane la bhowji nirekhe la Bhaiya 
Nanad, more sone ki chidhaiya 


(iii) Acha acha harwa banade 
Bhaiya sonara 
Pahane la bhowji nirekhe la Bhaiya 
Nanad, more sone ki chidhaiya 


(iv) Acha acha chanwa banade 
Bhaiya sonara 
Pahane la bhowji nirekhe la Bhaiya 
Nanad, more sone ki chidhaiya 


My Nanad (husband's sister) is a golden bird (a darling) 


O brother jeweller (goldsmith) please 

Make beautiful jewellery for my sister-in-law 
Says the husband's sister for her 

Bhowji, i.e., (brother’s wife) 

So that when my bhowji wears it 

My brother will keep on looking and admiring her 
My Nanad (husband’s sister) is a golden bird 
(Says the brother’s wife) 

O brother jeweller (goldsmith) please 

Make beautiful nosering for my sister-in-law 

Says the husband's sister for her bhowji, i.e., brother’s wife 
So that when my bhowji (brother’s wife) 
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Wears it, my brother will keep on looking 
And admiring her ; 

My Nanad (husband’s sister) is a golden bird 
(Says the brother’s wife) 


O brother jeweller (goldsmith) please 

Make beautiful necklace for my sister-in-law 
(Says the husband’s sister for her 

Bhowji, i.e., brother’s wife 

So that when my bhowji (brother’s wife) 
Wears it, my brother will keep on looking 
And admiring her 

My Nanad (husband’s sister) is a golden bird 
(Says the brother’s wife) 


O brother jeweller (goldsmith) please 

Make beautiful large golden wristlet for my sister-in-law 
(Says the husband’s sister for her bhowji, i.e., brother’s wife 
So that when my bhowji (brother’s wife) 

Wears it, my brother will keep on looking 

And admiring her > 

My Nanad (husband’s sister) is a golden bird 

(Says the brother’s wife) 


5. Calcutta Se Chuttal Jahaj 


Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 
Panwariya dhire chalo 

(i) Oumein agail ba eireen hamaar 
Panwariya dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 

(ii) | Oumein agail ba phuli hamaar 
Panwariya dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 

(iii) Oumein agail ba harwa hamaar 
Panwariya dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 

(iv) Oumein agail ba peinjan hamaar 
Panwariya dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 
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pagi a SO TATA AG a aaa aaa 


(v) Oumein agail ba chanwa hamaar 
: Panwariya dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 
Dhire chalo, dhire chalo 
Calcutta se chuttal jahaj 
Calcutta se khulal jahaj 


Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly 


Our earrings have come in that sailing ship 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly (out 
of the harbour) 

Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 


Our nosering has come in that sailing ship 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly (out 
of the harbour) 

Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 


Our necklace has come in that sailing ship 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly (out 
of the harbour) 

Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 


Our anklets have come in that sailing ship 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly (out 
of the harbour) 


Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 


Our wristlets have come in that Sailing ship 
Oh boatman steer the ship smoothly (out 
of the harbour) 

Our sailing ship is leaving Calcutta 

Steer smoothly, steer smoothly the boat 
The ship is leaving Calcutta 

The ship is sailing from Calcutta 
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` About the Author. 


Sarita Boodhoo’s versatility and achievements are in a way unique. She 
is Adviser in the Ministry of Education and Scientific Research for the World 
Hindi Secretariat. She is Founder-Director of ‘the Mauritius’ Bhojpuri 
Institute. She graduated with Honours in Geography from the Calcutta 
University. She studied Advanced Journalism in Germany and France. She 


also holds an M.A in Hindi. She is an educationist and regular free-lancer. 


Her book Kanya Dan, The Why’s of Hindu. Marriage ' Rituals, 
considered an authority on Hindu marriage rites has won international 
acclaim and.was launched by Dr. Shankar Dayal Sharma, former President of 
India at the Rashtrapati Bhavan in New Delhi. It has been described as a 
“Magnum Opus” by Shri Atal Behari Vajpayee, Prime Minister of India. 


Groomed in the Vedic way of life, she has devoted her life from a tender 
age to dedicated and pioneering work in the socio-economic and cultural 
development of Mauritius. 


Sarita Boodhoo has conducted extensive research in the Bhojpuri belt of 
India, Nepal and the plantocracy countries of the Indian diaspora. She has 
travelled widely and lectured in the West Indies, the United States, Europe, 


the U.K. and Africa. Her interests are Music, Art, People, Reading, Nature 
and Re-incarnation. ao 


Bhojpuri Traditions in Mauritius 


“Mrs Sarita Boodhoo in ‘Bhojpuri Traditions in Mauritius’ has 
rendered an invaluable service by tracing and compiling Bhojpuri traditions 
that still survive and indeed thrive in the island to this day. The extensive 
sweep of her subject covers language, songs, rituals, sayings, stories, festivals, ` 
arts, dress and even food. Though she has used a wide canvas, her brush 


strokes are luminous with details that reflect a deep empathy with and an . 
understanding of the subject matter. 


As one goes through the book it is interesting to see how some of the 
__ traditions survive in their purest form and inspite of the intervening centuries, 
‘still bear an uncanny resemblance to those practised in U.P and Bihar in, 
India”. - 
Shashi U. Tripathi | 
Consul General of India 
New York 
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